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foreword

The Institutional-Systemic Origins of Money

Michael Hudson

The late nineteenth century saw economists, mainly German and Aus-
trian, create a mythology of money’s origins that is still repeated in to-
day’s textbooks. Money is said to have originated as just another com-
modity being bartered, with metal preferred because it is nonperishable 
(and hence amenable to being saved), supposedly standardized (despite 
fraud if not minted in temples), and thought to be easily divisible, as if 
silver could have been used for small marketplace exchanges, which was 
unrealistic given the rough character of ancient scales for weights of a 
few grams.1 This mythology does not recognize government as having 
played any role as a monetary innovator, sponsor, or regulator, or as giving 
money its value by accepting it as a vehicle to pay taxes, buy public ser-
vices, or make religious contributions. Also downplayed is money’s func-
tion as a standard of value for denominating and paying debts.2 Although 
there is no empirical evidence for the commodity-barter origin myth, it 

1. Menger 1892. The barter theory has been refuted by modern research 
uncovering the Bronze Age Near Eastern institutional origins of money, 
which I discuss in chapters 1 and 3 of Temples of Enterprise (Hudson 2024). 
My criticisms of this theory are in “Origins of Money and Interest: Palatial 
Credit, not Barter” (Hudson 2020). 

2. See the papers collected in Wray 2004.
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has survived on purely hypothetical grounds because of its political bias 
that serves the anti-socialist Austrian school and subsequent “free mar-
ket” creditor interests opposing government money creation.

Schurtz’s Treatment of Money as Part of the Overall Social System

As one of the founders of economic anthropology, Heinrich Schurtz 
approached the origins of money as being much more complex than the 
“economic” view that it emerged simply as a result of families going to 
the marketplace to barter. Surveying a wide range of indigenous com-
munities, his 1898 An Outline of the Origins of Money described their 
trade and money in the context of the institutional system within which 
members sought status and wealth. Schurtz described these monetary 
systems as involving a wide array of social functions and dimensions, 
which today’s “economic” theorizing excludes as external to its analytic 
scope. Placing money in the context of the community’s overall system 
of social organization, Schurtz warned that anyone who detaches “so-
ciological and economic problems from the environment in which they 
emerged … their native land … only carries away a part of the whole 
organism and fails to understand the vital forces that have created and 
sustained it” (p. 163).

Looking at indigenous communities as having preserved presumably 
archaic traditions, Schurtz viewed trade with outsiders as leading wealth 
to take an increasingly monetary form that eroded the balance of internal 
social relations. Schurtz deemed the linkage between money, debt, and 
land tenure to lie beyond the area on which he focused, nor did he men-
tion contributions to group feasts (which Bernard Laum would suggest 
as the germ from which Greek obols and drachmas may have evolved).3

The paradigmatic forms of indigenous wealth were jewelry and other 
items of personal adornment, decorations, and trophies, especially for-
eign exotic products in the form of shells and gemstones or items with 
a long and prestigious history that gave their wearers or owners status. 
Thorstein Veblen would call the ownership and display of such items 
conspicuous consumption in his 1899 Theory of the Leisure Class. They 
had an exchange value, as they do today, but that did not make them 
monetary means of exchange. Schurtz saw many gray areas in their 

3. Mauss (1925) 2016; Laum 1924. Schurtz mentions spit-money in passing 
but finds trade in food relatively unimportant.
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monetization: “Beads made of clay and stone are also crafted by indige-
nous people and widely used as ornaments but rarely as money” (p. 119). 
At issue was how a money economy differs from barter, and from the 
circulation and exchange of useful and valued items in a social economy. 
Was indigenous exchange and wealth pre-monetary, an archaic seed that 
led to money’s “more ideal forms” (p. 34)?

Schurtz’s Distinction between Inside-Money and Outside-Money

Exchange with outsiders typically was conducted by political leaders 
as the face of their communities to the outside world. Trade (and also 
payment of tribute) involved fiscal and social relations whose monetary 
functions differed from those of the domestic economy but ended up 
dovetailing with them to give money a hybrid character. Schurtz distin-
guished what he called outside-money from inside-money, with outside-
money ultimately dominating the inside monetary system. “The concept 
of money,” he wrote, originated

from two distinct sources: What functions as the foundation of wealth 
and measure of value for property and serves social ends within a 
tribe is, in its origins, something entirely different from the means of 
exchange that travels from tribe to tribe and eventually transforms 
itself, as a universally welcomed commodity, into a kind of currency. 
(p. 35)

Inside-money was used within communities for their own exchange 
and wealth. Outside-money derived from transactions with outsiders. 
And what was “outside” was a set of practices governing trade outside 
the jurisdiction of local governance.4 Schurtz’s distinction emphasized a 
characteristic of trade that has continued down through today’s world: 
the contrast between domestic payments subject to checks and balances 
to protect basic needs and navigating status hierarchies but (ideally) lim-
iting sharp wealth disparities, and exchange with outsiders, often con-
ducted on islands, quay areas, or other venues socially outside the com-
munity’s boundaries, subject to more impersonal standardized rules. 

4. I discuss this in “From Sacred Enclave to Temple to City” (Hudson 1999) 
and chapter 10 of Temples of Enterprise (Hudson 2024).
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Throughout the ancient world we find offshore island entrepots wher-
ever these are conveniently located for conducting trade with outsiders. 
They kept foreign contact at arm’s length so as to prevent mercantile 
relations from disturbing local economic balance. Egypt restricted for-
eign contacts to the Delta region where the Nile flowed into the Medi-
terranean. For the Etruscans, the island of Ischia/Pithekoussai became 
the base for Phoenician and Greek merchants to deal with the Italian 
mainland in the eighth and seventh centuries bce. North Germans seem 
to have conducted the Baltic amber trade by way of the sacred island of 
Helgoland. 

“The emergence of specific internal monetary systems is always sup-
ported by the inclination to transform outside-money into inside-mon-
ey, and to employ money not to facilitate external trade, as one might 
assume according to common theories, but rather to obstruct it,” Schurtz 
concluded (p. 155). And in his earlier chapter “Metal as Ornament and 
Money,” he pointed out that it was foreign trade that led metal to be-
come the primary form of money. “While most varieties of ornament-
money gradually lose their significance, one of them, metalmoney, as-
serts its ground all the more and finally pushes its competitors out of the 
field” (p. 123). He added that: “Metal-money made from noble metals 
is not a pure sign-money, it is at the same time a valuable commodity, 
the value of which depends on supply and demand. In its mature form, 
it therefore in itself embodies the fusion of inside-money with outside-
money, of the sign of value and valuable property with the means of 
exchange” (p. 124).5 

This merging of inside- and outside-money is documented already in 
the third millennium bce in the Near East. Silver-money was used for 
long-distance trade and came to be used for domestic enterprise as well, 
while grain remained the monetary vehicle for denominating agrarian 

5. Schurtz cited as an example of how monetary authorities could substitute 
sign-money for metal-money the case of “Kublai Khan, the ruler of the 
Mongolian empire, [who] drove out metal-money with sign-money, spe-
cifically stamped pieces of paper, evidently following the Chinese example; 
Marco Polo’s accounts indicate that the endeavor must have temporar-
ily succeeded only because of the tremendous power and authority of the 
ruler, with the result of a vast accumulation of gold and silver in the Khan’s 
residence” (p. 57). But he made disparaging remarks about the French gov-
ernment’s paper money assignats and called John Law a “swindler” (p. 139), 
dismissing government money creation.
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production, taxes and debt service on the land, and for distribution to 
dependent labor in Mesopotamia’s temples and palaces.

Schurtz also posed the question of whether the dominance of metal-
lic money emerged spontaneously in many places, or whether there was 
a diffusion from a singular origin, that is, “whether a cultural institution 
has grown in situ or whether it has been transferred from other regions 
through migration and contact between societies” (p. 163). The diffusion 
of Mesopotamian weights associated with silver points to its diffusion 
from that region, as does the spread of the region’s practice of setting 
interest rates simply for ease of calculation in terms of the local fractional 
arithmetic system (60ths in Mesopotamia for a shekel per mina a month, 
10ths or percentages in decimalized Greece, and 12ths in Rome for a 
troy ounce per pound each year).

Checks and Balances to Prevent the Selfish Concentration of Wealth

What do seem to have developed spontaneously were social attitudes 
and policies to prevent the concentration of wealth from injuring eco-
nomic balance. Wealth concentration, especially when achieved by de-
priving cultivators of their means of livelihood, would have violated the 
ethic of mutual aid that low-surplus economies need as a condition for 
their resilience.

Viewing money as part of the overall social context, Schurtz de-
scribed “the social transformation brought about by wealth” as a result of 
monetizing trade and its commercial “pursuit of profit” [Erwerbssinn]:

[E]veryone is now compelled to join in the competition for prop-
erty or he will be pulled into the vortex created by one of the newly 
emerging centers of power and property, where he will need to work 
hard to be able to live at all. For the property owner, no tempo-
ral limit constrains his view on the perpetual increase of his wealth. 
(p. 66)

Schurtz characterized the economic mentality as a drive for “the unlim-
ited accumulation of movable property” (p. 69), to be passed on to one’s 
children leading to the creation of a wealthy hereditary class. If archaic 
societies had this ethic, could ancient civilizations have taken off? How 
did they prevent the growth of wealth from fostering an oligarchy seek-
ing to increase its wealth at the expense of the community at large and 
its resilience?
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Schurtz reviewed how indigenous communities typically avoided 
that fate by shaping a social value system that would steer wealth away 
from being used to achieve predatory power over others. He cited nu-
merous examples in which “immense treasures often accumulate without 
reentering the transactions of daily life” (p. 66). One widespread way to 
do this was simply to bury wealth. “The primitive man,” he wrote, “be-
lieves that he will have access to all the goods given to him in the grave, 
even in the afterlife. Thus, he too knows no bounds to acquisition” (p. 66). 
Taking his greed and wealth with him to use in the hereafter prevents 
hoarded wealth from being inherited “and growing into a dangerous in-
strument of power” by becoming dynastic; ultimately operating “on the 
belief that the deceased does not give up his rights of ownership but 
jealously guards over his property to ensure that no heir makes use of it” 
(p. 70). 

A less destructive removal of wealth from its owners was to create an 
ethic of peer pressure in which individuals gained status and popular ac-
claim by accumulating wealth to give away. Schurtz wrote, 

remnants of the ancient communism remain alive enough for a long 
time to effectively block attempts to amass as many assets as pos-
sible in a single hand. And in places without an actual system of debt 
and interest, the powerful individual, into whose house the tributes of 
the people flow, has indeed little choice but to “represent” by way of 
his wealth: in other words, to allow the people to participate in his 
indulgences. (p. 67, italics added)

Such an individual achieves philanthropic renown by generously distrib-
uting his possessions to “his friends and followers, winning their hearts 
and thereby establishing real power based on loyal devotion” (p. 67). One 
widespread practice was to celebrate marriages, funerals, and other rites 
of passage by providing great feasts. This “extraordinary … destruction 
and squandering of valuable property, particularly livestock and food, 
during those grand festivals of the dead that evolved out of sacrifices and 
are, among some peoples, not only an effective obstacle to the accumula-
tion of wealth but have turned into economic calamities” when families 
feel obliged to take on debt to host such extravagant displays (p. 71). 
Religious officials and temples often played a role in such rituals. Noting 
that “money, trade, and religion had a good relationship with one an-
other in antiquity” (p. 64), Schurtz cited the practice of donating wealth 
to temples or their priesthoods. But he recognized that this might enable 
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them to “gain dominance through the ownership of money” under their 
control (p. 66). 

“The communist countermeasures against wealth generally do not 
endure,” Schurtz wrote. “Certain kinds of property seem to favor greed 
directly, especially cattle farming, which can literally turn into a hoarding 
addiction” (p. 69). And he described communalistic values of mutual aid 
as tending to break down as economies polarized with the increase in 
commercial wealth. Schurtz also noted that the social checks on personal 
wealth-seeking that he described did not apply to economies that devel-
oped a “system of debt and interest” (see p. 67 cited above). Wealth in the 
form of monetary claims on debtors was not buried, and hardly could be 
redistributed to the population at large, whose members typically were 
debtors to the rising creditor interest.

The only way to prevent such debts from polarizing society was to 
cancel them. That is what Near Eastern rulers did, but Schurtz’s gen-
eration had no way of knowing about their Clean Slate proclamations. 
Starting with the very outset of debt records ca. 2500 bce in Sumer, 
and continuing down through Babylonia, Assyria, and their neighbors 
and on through the early first millennium bce, rulers annulled financial 
claims on agrarian debtors. That prevented creditors from concentrating 
money and land in their own hands. One might say that these debt can-
cellations and land redistributions were the Near Eastern alternative to 
destroying material wealth to preserve balance. These royal acts did not 
destroy physical wealth, but simply wiped out the debt overhead so as to 
maintain widespread land tenure and liberty for the population at large. 
Canceling agrarian debt was politically feasible because most personal 
debts were owed to the palace sector and its temples or their officials.

Royal Clean Slates seemed so unthinkable when they began to be 
translated around the turn of the last century that early readers hardly 
could believe that they actually were enforced in practice. Thureau-Dan-
gin’s French translation of the Sumerian ruler Enmetena’s (ca. 2400 bce) 
proclamation in 1905 was believed by many observers to be too utopian 
and socially disruptive to have been followed in practice, as was the Bib-
lical Jubilee Year of Leviticus 25.6 But so many such proclamations have 
been found, extending so continuously over thousands of years—along 
with lawsuits in which judges upheld their increasing detail—that there 

6. Thureau-Dangin (1905: 86–87) translated the Sumerian term for justice 
(amargi) to mean specifically that officials and wealthy individuals (“the 
powerful”) would have no legal claims for debt foreclosure.
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is no doubt that these acts did indeed reconcile the accumulation of 
monetary wealth with social resilience by blocking the creation of preda-
tory oligarchies such as would emerge in classical Greece and Rome and 
indeed survive into today’s world.

Monetary Innovations in the Bronze Age Near Eastern Palaces and 
Temples

Economic documentation in Schurtz’s day was able to trace monetary 
practice only as far back as classical Greece and Rome. There was a gen-
eral belief that their practices must have evolved from indigenous Indo-
European speakers. Marcel Mauss would soon treat the gift exchange 
of the Kwakiutl tribe of the Canadian Pacific Northwest (with their 
competitive one-upmanship) as the prototype for the idea of charging 
interest. But monetary interest has a specific stipulated rate, with pay-
ments due on specific periodic dates set by written contracts. That prac-
tice stems from Sumer in the third millennium bce, along with silver 
(and grain) money and related financial innovations in the economic Big 
Bang that has shaped subsequent Western economic evolution.

Money’s function as a standard of valuation did not play a big role in 
Schurtz’s survey. But subsequent archeological research has revealed that 
money’s emergence as part of an overall institutional framework cannot 
be understood without reference to written account-keeping, denomi-
nating debt accruals and fiscal relations. Money, credit/debt, and fiscal 
obligations have all gone together since the origins of written records in 
the ancient Near East (Hudson 2004).

Near Eastern fiscal and financial records describe a development of 
money, credit, and interest-bearing debt that neither the barter theory 
nor Schurtz’s ethnographic studies had imagined. Mesopotamia’s “more 
ideal” (p. 83) money evolved out of the fiscal organization of account-
keeping and credit in the palaces and temples of Sumer, Babylonia, 
and their Bronze Age neighbors (3200–1200 bce). These Near Eastern 
economies were larger in scale and much more complex and multi-lay-
ered than most of the indigenous communities surveyed by Schurtz. In 
contrast to largely self-sufficient communities, southern Mesopotamia 
was obliged to engage in large-scale long-distance trade, because the 
region’s river-deposited soil lacked metal, stone, and even hardwood. 
The region’s need for raw materials was far different from the trade and 
“monetization” of luxuries by the relatively small-scale and self-sufficient 
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communities studied by Schurtz and hypothesized by economists imag-
ining individuals bartering at their local market. In these communities, 
he noted: “The amount of metal shaped into ornaments almost always 
far outweighs the amount transformed into practical tools” (p. 123). 
Mesopotamia’s trade had to go far beyond personal decorative luxuries 
and prestige commodities or trophy items.

An entrepreneurial merchant class was needed to obtain these raw 
materials, along with a specialized labor force, which was employed by 
the temples and palaces that produced most export handicrafts, provi-
sioned corvée labor to work on public infrastructure, served as mints and 
overseers of weights and measures, and mediated most monetary wealth 
and debt. Their large scale required forward planning and account-keep-
ing to feed and supply labor (war widows, orphans, and slaves) in their 
weaving and other handicraft workshops, and to consign their output 
to merchants for export. Calculating the cost of distributing food and 
raw materials within these large institutions and valuing their consign-
ment of goods to merchants required designing standard weights and 
measures as the basis for this forward planning. Selecting monetary units 
was basically part of this standardization of measuring costs and value. 
This made possible the calculation of expected rental income or short-
falls, along with profit-and-loss statements and balance sheets. The typi-
cal commodity to be distributed was grain, which served as a standard 
of value for agrarian transactions and credit balances that mounted up 
during the crop year for advances to sharecroppers, consumption such 
as beer from ale-women, and payments to priests for performing cer-
emonial functions. Their value in grain was to be paid at harvest time. 
Calculation of food rations for distribution to the various grades of labor 
(male, female, and children) enabled the costs to be expressed in grain or 
in workday equivalents. 

Schurtz would have called this grain “inside-money,” and regarded as 
“outside-money” the silver minted by temples for dealing with foreign 
trade and as the basic measure of value for business transactions with 
the palace economy and for settling commercial obligations. A mina (60 
shekels) of silver was set as equal to a corresponding unit of grain as 
measured on the threshing floor. That enabled accounts to be kept simul-
taneously in silver and grain. The result was a bimonetary grain-silver 
standard reflecting the bifurcation of early Mesopotamian economies 
between the agrarian families on the land (using grain “inside-money”) 
and the palatial economy with its workshops, foreign trade, and asso-
ciated commercial enterprise (using silver “outside-money”). Prices for 
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market transactions with outsiders might vary, but prices for debt pay-
ments, taxes, and other transactions with the large institutions were fixed. 

Schurtz’s conclusion, that the rising dominance of commercial mon-
ey tended to break down domestic checks and balances protecting the 
indigenous communities that he studied, is indeed what happened when 
commercial debt practices were brought from the Near East to the Ae-
gean and Mediterranean lands around the eighth century bce. Having 
no tradition of royal debt cancellations as had existed in the Near East 
ever since the formative period of interest-bearing debt, the resulting 
decontextualization of credit practices fostered financial oligarchies in 
classical Greece and Rome. After early debt cancellations and land re-
distribution by populist “tyrants” in the seventh and sixth centuries bce, 
the ensuing classical oligarchies resisted popular revolts demanding a 
revival of such policies. 

The dynamics of interest-bearing debt and the pro-creditor debt laws 
of classical antiquity’s creditor oligarchies caused economic polarization 
that led to five centuries of civil warfare. These upheavals were not the 
result of the coinage that began to be minted around the eighth century 
bce, as many nineteenth-century observers believed, mistakenly think-
ing that Aegean coinage was the first metallic money. Silver-money had 
been the norm for two millennia throughout the Near East, without 
causing disruption like that experienced by classical antiquity. What 
polarized classical antiquity’s economies were pro-creditor debt laws 
backed by political violence, not money as such.

Conclusion and Discussion

Schurtz’s starting point was how communities organized the laws of 
motion governing their distribution of wealth and property. He viewed 
money as emerging from this institutional function with a basically com-
munalistic ethic. A key characteristic of indigenous economic resilience 
was social pressure expecting the wealthy to contribute to social sup-
port. That was the condition set by unwritten customs for letting some 
individuals and their families become rich. Schurtz and subsequent eth-
nologists found a universal solution for reconciling wealth-seeking with 
community-wide prosperity to be social pressure for wealthy families 
(that was the basic unit, not individuals) to distribute their wealth to the 
citizenry by reciprocal exchange, gift-giving, mutual aid, and other forms 
of redistribution, and providing large feasts, especially for rites of passage.
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This was a much broader view than the individualistic economic 
assumption that personal gain-seeking and indeed selfishness was the 
driving force of overall prosperity. The idea of monetizing economic life 
under communalistic mutual aid or palace direction was and remains 
anathema to mainstream economists, reflecting the worldview of mod-
ern creditors and financial elites. Schurtz recognized that mercantile 
wealth-seeking required checks and balances to prevent economies from 
impoverishing their members. The problem for any successfully growing 
society to solve was how to prevent the undue concentration of wealth 
obtained by exploitative means that impaired overall welfare and the 
ability of community members to be self-supporting. Otherwise, eco-
nomic polarization and dependency would lead members to flee from 
the community, or perhaps it simply would shrink and end up being 
defeated by outsiders who sustained themselves by more successful mu-
tual aid. 

As noted above, Schurtz treated the monetization of wealth in the 
form of creditor claims on debtors as too post-archaic to be a charac-
teristic of his ethnographic subjects. But what shaped the context for 
monetization and led “outside-money” to take priority over inside-
money were wealth accumulation by moneylending and the fiscal and 
military uses of money. Schurtz correctly rejected (p. 34) Bruno Hilde-
brand’s characterization of money as developing in stages, from small-
scale barter to monetized economies becoming more sophisticated as 
they evolved into financialized credit economies.7 And in fact the ac-
tual historical sequence was the reverse. From Mesopotamia to medi-
eval Europe, agrarian economies operated on credit during the crop year. 
Monetary payment occurred at harvest time to settle the obligations that 
had accumulated since the last harvest and to pay taxes. This need to 
pay debts was a major factor requiring money’s development in the first 
place. Barter became antiquity’s final monetary “stage” as Rome’s econo-
my collapsed after its creditor oligarchy imposed debt bondage and took 
control of the land. When emperors were unable to tax this oligarchy, 
they debased the coinage, and life throughout the Empire devolved into 
local subsistence production and quasi-barter. Foreign trade was mainly 
for luxuries brought by Arabs and other Near Easterners. The optimistic 
sequence that Hildebrand imagined not only mistakenly adopted the 

7. Bruno Hildebrand (1864) classified economies as passing from Natural
wirtschaft (“barter economy”) to Geldwirtschaft (“gold/commodity money 
economy”) and finally Kreditwirtschaft (“credit economy”).
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barter myth of monetary origins, but failed to take debt polarization into 
account as economies became monetarized and financialized.

Schurtz described how the aim of preventing the maldistribution of 
wealth was at the heart of indigenous social structuring. But it broke 
down for various reasons. Economies in which family wealth took the 
form of cattle, he found, tended to become increasingly oppressive in 
order to maintain the polarizing inequality that developed. The same 
might be said of credit economies under the rising burden of interest-
bearing debt. Schurtz noted (p. 45) the practice of charging debtors 
double the loan value—and any rate of interest indeed involves an im-
plicit doubling time. That exponential dynamic is what polarizes finan-
cialized economies. In contrast to Schurtz, mainstream economists of 
his generation avoided dealing with the effect of monetary innovation 
and debt on the distribution of wealth. The tendency was to treat money 
as merely a “veil” of price changes for goods and services, without ana-
lyzing how credit polarizes the economy’s balance sheet of assets and 
debt liabilities. Yet the distinguishing feature of credit economies was 
the use of moneylending as a lever to enrich creditors by impoverishing 
debtors. That was more than just a monetary problem. It was a politi-
cal creditor/debtor problem, and ultimately a public/private problem. 
At issue was whether a ruler or civic public checks would steer the 
rise in monetary wealth in ways that avoided the creation of creditor 
oligarchies.

Most nineteenth-century and even subsequent economic writers 
shied away from confronting this political context, leaving the most glar-
ing gap in modern economic analysis. It was left to the discovery of cu-
neiform documentation to understand how money first became institu-
tionalized as a vehicle to pay debts. This monetization was accompanied 
by a remarkable success in sustaining rising wealth while preventing its 
concentration in the hands of a hereditary oligarchy. That Near Eastern 
success highlights what the smaller and more anarchic Western econo-
mies failed to achieve when interest-bearing debt practices were brought 
to the Mediterranean lands without being checked by the tradition of 
regular cancellation of personal nonbusiness debt. Credit and monetary 
wealth were privatized in the hands of what became an increasingly self-
destructive set of classical oligarchies culminating in that of Rome which 
fought for centuries against popular revolts seeking protection from im-
poverishing economic polarization.

The devastating effects of transplanting Near Eastern debt practices 
into the Mediterranean world’s less communalistic groupings shows the 
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need to discuss the political, fiscal, and social-moral context for money 
and debt. Schurtz placed monetary analysis in the context of society’s 
political institutions and moral values, and explained how money is a 
product of this context, and indeed, how monetization tends to trans-
form it—in a way that tends to break down social protection. His book 
has remained relatively unknown over the last century largely because 
his institutional anthropological perspective is too broad for an econom-
ics discipline that has been narrowed by pro-creditor ideologues who 
have applauded the “free market” destruction of social regulation aimed 
at protecting the interests of debtors. That attitude avoids recognizing 
the challenges that led the indigenous communities studied by Schurtz, 
and also the formative Bronze Age Near East, to protect their resilience 
against the concentration of wealth, a phenomenon that has plagued 
economies ever since classical antiquity’s decontextualization of Near 
Eastern debt practices.
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Heinrich Schurtz’s Anthropology of Money

Enrique Martino and Mario Schmidt

Even in a brief conversation, he unfolded a treasure trove of 
observations, from which it became evident that he was one 
of the few possessing an eye for everything and yet viewing all 
things in their own, unique way.
Friedrich Ratzel, In Memoriam Dr. Heinrich Schurtz (1903: 52)

It is not clear whether the object on the cover of this book is an orna-
ment, a standardized metal ingot, or a counterweight for a scale. Do-
nated to The Metropolitan Museum of Art by an American banker who 
organized loans to the Chinese government from his office in Shanghai 
in 1928, it is described as a “bronze coin” from the Han dynasty period. 
Most likely, it circulated after the political fragmentation of the Warring 
States period had come to an end in the second century bce. Along-
side a range of other bronze objects, such as imitations of cowrie shells 
and miniaturized agricultural tools, it preceded the iconic round qian or 
“cash” coin that circulated for over two thousand years and was minted 
on a large scale by early Han Dynasty officials to prevent that “differ-
ent designs of the coins will cause great confusion” (Vissering 1877: 33; 
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Chen 2005). We did not choose this artifact as the cover of our transla-
tion of Heinrich Schurtz’s Grundriss einer Entstehungsgeschichte des Geldes 
(1898a, hereafter Grundriss) to fulfill the common expectation of a coin-
themed cover for books about money. Rather, we chose it because of 
its aesthetic ambivalence and historical inconclusiveness and because 
Schurtz was fascinated by the monetary history of China which he de-
scribes as displaying the “most remarkable experiments” (p. 161).

Peppered with global and epoch-spanning observations that avoid 
demarcating types of money into strict regional areas or temporal 
stages, the Grundriss was published during a peak of the Methodenstreit 
(“methods dispute”) in German economics, heightened by Vienna-
based Carl Menger’s contentious entry on “money” in the Handwörter
buch der Staatswissenschaften (“Handbook of Political Science,” 1892). 
The Methodenstreit polarized the adherents of the neoclassical doctrines 
of Menger and the large profession of economist-historians at German 
universities, many of whom were loosely connected with what came 
to be known as the Historical School of Economics (Schefold 1996; 
Hodgson 2001). Schurtz viewed these academic disputes as vicious 
cycles where “one-sidedness” begets more “one-sidedness,” leading to 
intellectual stagnation rather than conceptual development (p. 163). 
Schurtz would “often refer to the fundamental problem plaguing all 
the contemporary works of economists” as being a “lack of perspective” 
(quoted in Ratzel 1903: 55).

Some of the questions proponents of the different sides tried to an-
swer were how and where money originated, and whether economic ac-
tors had universally given rise to rudimentary forms of it before adopting 
the most efficient metals to overcome the problems of barter, or whether 
well-organized government institutions of antiquity managing complex 
societies were needed as well. These discussions of the origin of money 
were so vehement because they signaled the divergent starting points 
of two opposing types of economic theory: on the one hand the idea of 
a utility-seeking actor conceived of as an anthropological constant and 
projected backwards in time, and, on the other, a historically oriented, 
largely empirical approach trying to condense the written and archaeo-
logical data into a theory of bounded but progressing historical eco-
nomic stages. Bypassing theories built on the “alarmingly narrow basis” 
of the “records of ancient and modern civilized people” alone, Schurtz’s 
intention was to provide an ethnographically saturated and theoreti-
cally sound alternative to these “warring interests” of the discipline 
(p. 32). Joseph Schumpeter (1954: 754) most probably thought of this 
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characteristic Schurtzian sensibility when he suggested that economics 
should turn to “ethnology” when encountering problems of “origins” and 
“economic foundations.”1

Widely read in the decades after his early death in 1903, Schurtz was 
“well-known to a large part of the German audience” who consulted 
his work to inform themselves about the “latest scientific perspectives 
on the origins of trade and commerce” (Lasch 1906: 621). Described in 
one of Germany’s premier academic journals edited by Max Weber and 
Werner Sombart as a “highly gifted man, whose richness of thought, 
mastery of form, and scholarly depth were unparalleled” (Schlüter 1906: 
630), Schurtz quickly became a scholarly household name across disci-
plines and political attitudes. By the end of the twentieth century, how-
ever, only a few German-speaking scholars explicitly remembered him 
as “probably the most progressive thinker in German anthropology of 
his time” (Müller 1981: 213) who wrote with a “complete mastery of 
language” (Ducks 1996: 3). 

While Marcel Mauss (1914: 15), in one of his earliest engagements 
with money, called the Grundriss an “excellent little book by the much-
missed Schurtz, so full of facts and ideas,” Raymond Firth, one of the 
founders of anglophone economic anthropology, was probably the last 
prominent anthropologist to explicitly appreciate Schurtz’s economic 
writings, calling him “the soundest of the older writers,” and adding that 
“considerable value attaches to his detailed studies of economic phe-
nomena in primitive society” (1927: 320, 328). More recently, Schurtz 
has also been lauded as a prime example of the “good anthropology” of 
Wilhelmine Germany, the fate of which was to end up as “hidden, and 
half-forgotten treasures” (Gingrich 2010: 102–103, 61). Before outlin-
ing the main economic and anthropological themes and theories of the 
Grundriss and its unique place in the history of ideas on money, the next 

1. Schumpeter (1954: 755, 11) adds that looking into the findings of compar-
ative anthropology was necessary not only because these were “infinitely 
more important and enlightening than anything a mere economist can 
say” but also because the “fundamental errors” committed by economists 
were caused by their hesitation to embrace what he called a “historical-
prehistorical-ethnological sociology.” It is noteworthy that in Menger’s re-
vised chapter on money (1936: 16–17), he cites the Grundriss as the “latest 
attempt to solve the problem on an ethnographic basis” and as challenging 
the “ahistorical” view that money originated from “legislation or a social 
contract.”
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section provides an overview of Heinrich Schurtz’s intellectual life and 
work.

Heinrich Schurtz’s Life and the Production of the Grundriss

Born in Zwickau, Kingdom of Saxony, in December 1863, Camillo 
Heinrich Schurtz began to study chemistry and mineralogy at the Uni-
versity of Leipzig in 1885 after being discharged from the local infantry 
regiment for medical reasons. Intrigued by Friedrich Ratzel’s popular 
lectures on anthropological questions, Schurtz ended up writing his 
PhD thesis under the supervision of Ratzel, a well-known figure of the 
late nineteenth-century German university system who founded the 
“anthropogeographic” method that tries to reconstruct the history and 
migration of human societies through the study of their material culture 
and their relation to the environment (Ratzel 1894–1895; Osterhammel 
1994; Santini 2018). Following this method, Schurtz’s thesis focused on 
the geographical distribution of the throwing knife, characterized by him 
as an “impractical” and almost entirely “ornamental” weapon (1889: 10). 
As noted by Ratzel in the ten-page eulogy he dedicated to his student, 
Schurtz’s first academic contributions, such as his thesis and an early 
article focusing on amulets as both “spiritual weapons” and “ornaments” 
(1893a: 57), already reveal a shift from a “geographical-anthropological” 
method towards a unique and more “psychological-aesthetic” paradigm 
(Ratzel 1903: 53).

During his time at the University of Leipzig, Schurtz also deepened 
his relationships with Wilhelm Wundt, the founder of experimental and 
ethnographic psychology who, when he heard about Schurtz’s passing, 
lamented that “his death also means the loss of the best ethnologist we 
had.”2 Schurtz’s affinities for the new psychology explain his attempts to 
excavate the analytic potential of collective psychological forces in the 
Grundriss, such as the “hoarding drive” (Sammeltrieb) and the “mimetic 
drive” (Nachahmungstrieb), that play a pivotal role for the acceptance of 
new, and even the switch between different, currencies. Schurtz’s interest 
for an emerging psychology was probably also intensified by the fact that 
his father, also called Heinrich Schurtz, was Saxony’s foremost spiritist 

2. Universitätsbibliothek Leipzig, Nachlass Wilhelm Wundt, NA Wundt/
III/Wundt/Briefe/701-800. Wilhelm Wundt to E. Meumann, June 5, 
1903.
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and chair of the Verein für psychische Studien (“Association for Psychic 
Studies”) who not only had a “popular reputation as a miracle healer” 
(Birndt 1900: 654) but also a dedicated police file against him for run-
ning seance sessions at his home since at least the 1870s when Schurtz 
was still a child (Steinmetz 2009: 143). In his crucial essay “Skull Cults 
and the Hoarding Drive” (1896a: 105) published just before he started 
to prepare the Grundriss, Schurtz had conceptually advanced some of 
these psychological phenomena further in order to use them to explain 
economic phenomena: “The importance of the hoarding drive for the 
development of humanity is almost impossible to fully comprehend; the 
value attributed to money, for example, can be traced back to it in a cer-
tain sense.”3

While Schurtz’s focus on the aesthetic is evident in his habilitation 
thesis (1891a) on the psychological origin of clothing and adornments, 
his early works also point towards an emerging interest in economic 
questions. The article Kleidung als Geld (“Clothing as Money”), for in-
stance, criticizes the assumption that money is a modern invention: 
“Amongst less civilized peoples barter prevails as money is unknown—
this is a widely held view, but one that is, in this sweeping generality, 
difficult to have any justification for” (1890a: 891). Schurtz continues 
with the argument that it was entirely “arbitrary” to think of only “coins 
and banknotes” as “truly deserving” to be called money, a view he ex-
pounded on in his anthropology textbook Katechismus der Völkerkunde 
(1893b: 117) in which he concludes that “measures of value are created 
everywhere and pure barter dominates almost nowhere.”

3. He calls the hoarding drive a “compulsion” and “delusion” beyond “logic 
and reason” and a “deeper current of the human soul that manifests it-
self in countless ways,” finding “among civilized nations, its most frequent 
representatives, or if you will, its victims.” Nevertheless, what is “collected 
must possess some inherent value” to the hoarder, though the value “can 
be entirely imaginary for others.” The article concludes with a proto-psy-
choanalytic hypothesis of social change: “Thus, it is not only the individual 
human being who is partially constructed and dominated by forces alien 
to the logical and conscious mind; in the life of peoples as well, customs 
and practices are reshaped and determined by deeper currents than the 
superficial ripple of rational consideration. To explore and illuminate these 
dark depths, animated by mysterious forces, with prudence will be the task 
of those who work on a true history of humanity, a history that, indeed, has 
almost nothing in common with the historical research of today” (1896a: 
105; see also 1896c).
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Furthermore, it is interesting to note that during his postdoctoral 
period, Schurtz published two books (1890b, 1891b) on the longue du-
rée of mining in his home region, the Erzgebirge, which had been at the 
center of an ancient tin and amber trade route between the Mediter-
ranean and the Baltic. The early modern wealth of Saxony was largely 
built on its silver deposits, but due to the decline of the silver price that 
began with Germany’s adoption of the gold standard in 1871 and the 
subsequent unprofitability of its silver mining industry (Flandreau 2004: 
181; Volckart 2024: 121), the region experienced an economic decline 
during Schurtz’s youth and his father’s involvement in various mining 
enterprises meant that these overarching economic circumstances had 
direct repercussions on Schurtz’s family.

After lecturing in Ratzel’s geography department, where Schurtz 
had given courses on, for instance, medieval Germany and on primitive 
art (Ducks 1996: 21), he became fully employed in Germany’s booming 
colonial port city Bremen in 1893. Here, he was tasked with reorgan-
izing the collections of the Städtische Museum für Natur-, Völker- und 
Handelskunde (“Municipal museum for natural science, anthropology 
and commerce”) for the next three years before its grand opening. Ac-
cording to his colleague Johannes Weißenborn (1912: 452), Schurtz 
still hoped to become a professor although his office at the museum 
soon became “his real world” from where he “unfolded the dormant 
forces” of one of the “primary ethnological collections on the continent.” 
Schurtz’s main activity was to write and disseminate scholarly works 
that made use of the museum’s extensive collection, most of which had 
been acquired by the wealthy Free Hanseatic City of Bremen from vari-
ous merchant associations (Schurtz 1896b, 1896d; Briskorn 2000). The 
museum’s focus on curating artifacts amassed from the various corners 
of the world visited by German merchants throughout the preceding 
decades, notably Africa, Oceania, East and Central Asia, and Central 
America, explains the Grundriss’s strong focus on types of money from 
these regions.

The imperial backdrop of Schurtz’s workplace and the concerns of a 
colonial expansionary Wilhelmine Germany thus had an influence on his 
scholarship (Mirowski 1994; Steinmetz 2008; Gräbel 2015).4 He kept a 

4. Schurtz (1902b: 561) was a defender of the German colonial empire not 
only because it would expand the navy and might help develop an inde-
pendent network of “world trade” in the event of an embargo or a war 
and “other obstacles” put up by other European imperial powers, but also 



Introduction 

7

constant eye on the accelerating number of ethnographic, missionary, 
and military reports from Germany’s colonial ventures and possessions 
and had considered the political and economic implications of the early 
article “Money in Africa” by the aged and eminent German geographer 
and legionnaire Friedrich Gerhard Rohlfs who became stranded on a 
Moroccan oasis in the 1860s and eventually disguised himself as a Mus-
lim merchant and crossed the Sahara only to appear at the mouth of the 
Niger delta several years later. Rohlfs’s article tries to understand how 
colonial powers can issue well-functioning currencies with the politi-
cal aim in mind to replace the two main currencies that circulated from 
the Sahel to East Africa, namely the Maria Teresa thaler and cowries 
that were used as small change but did not continuously circulate be-
cause they were hoarded, buried, or used “peculiarly and exclusively as 
objects for adornment” (Rohlfs 1889: 192). It is therefore unsurprising 
that emerging colonial currency policies in the early twentieth century 
explicitly used insights from the Grundriss as was the case, for instance, 
with Karl Helfferich, who was appointed director of the colonial divi-
sion of the German foreign ministry in 1901 and designed the introduc-
tion of the nonconvertible colonial silver German rupee for the German 
East African colonies to drive out the Indian rupee and imported Brit-
ish commodities that were used as money in local markets (Helfferich 
[1903] 1923; Krozewski 2022).5

because of “imponderables that do not lie within the economic domain.” 
Schurtz believed that overseas colonies would change Germany’s view on 
the world, thereby catalyzing his fellow Germans’ ambitions to look be-
yond their immediate surroundings.

5. In the revised edition of his book Das Geld (“Money” [1903] 1923: 13–17), 
which became the “standard” book on money in early twentieth-century 
German economics (Williamson 2015: 393), Helfferich had not changed 
his first chapter, “The Origin of Money,” which still only contained foot-
notes to Schurtz and Simmel, and in many instances the citations to Sim-
mel flow directly back to Schurtz. As suggested by David Frisby, the edi-
tor and translator of Simmel’s Philosophy of Money, Simmel’s “bewildering, 
unacknowledged array of ethnographic examples on early exchange and 
money transactions” were primarily drawn from Schurtz (Simmel [1978] 
2004: 530). Helfferich is well known for becoming the head of the Ger-
man treasury (Reichsschatzamt) during World War I, and for creating the 
Rentenmark that successfully halted the creeping and later almost uncon-
tainable Weimar hyperinflation (Williamson 2015: 386–89).
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The fact that Schurtz’s early works already make use of the African 
sources cited in the Grundriss helps us to understand what influenced 
his theorizations and choice of empirical examples in the Grundriss. On 
the one hand, Schurtz was surrounded by ethnographic artifacts at the 
museum, which might have animated his interest in the aesthetic and 
material qualities of monetary objects. Described by his close friend 
Viktor Hantzsch (1905: 34) as someone who “did not regard the tran-
scendental as a theoretical aid, but as a real power with which he could 
establish relationships,” and sometimes even believed “that he was in 
contact with spirits and the departed,” we can imagine him wandering 
around ethnographic artifacts and dioramas, being inspired and touched 
by their aura. On the other hand, Schurtz, like other so-called armchair 
anthropologists, relied upon a critical interpretation of primary sources. 
Of particular importance for his analysis of African monetary systems 
were travel narratives of the multiple years long expeditions of the schol-
arly and diplomatic travelers Gustav Nachtigal and Heinrich Barth in 
West Africa and the Sahel.

Schurtz’s professional relocation to Bremen furthermore widened his 
geographic focus. As the footnotes of the Grundriss suggest, he not only 
immersed himself in the skilled ethnographic works of John Stanislaw 
Kubary, a Polish long-term resident of various Pacific islands, but also 
began to closely study the work of Otto Finsch, prolific ethnographer of 
Oceania, collaborator in the New Guinea Company, and former director 
of Bremen’s ethnological museum (Stocking 1991).

Based upon his intensive work at the museum, Schurtz had already 
written much of the first half of the Grundriss by 1896 and published it 
as a twenty-thousand-word article in the journal Deutsche Geogra phische 
Blätter (1897). The article has the same content and similar chapter 
headings as the first eight chapters of the Grundriss. We can thus assume 
that he added more empirical material to the second half of the book 
over the course of 1897. Chapter 6 on “countermeasures” against wealth 
accumulation and the last three chapters on value ratios, ethnological 
zones, and money and commodities were also new and likely written in 
1897. Schurtz also included more references to gift-giving in chapter 8 
where he developed the concept of the “obligatory gift” (see also Athané 
2008: 332; Magnani 2008: 531). Upon publication, the Grundriss im-
pressed reviewers in a variety of journals, for example François Simiand 
in the second volume of Émile Durkheim’s L’Année sociologique (1898), 
Heinrich Cunow in the socialist Die Neue Zeit (1900), and Alfred Vi-
erkandt in the anti-Marxist Zeitschrift für Socialwissenschaft (1898). 
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Showcasing his extensive interest in the economies of African societies, 
Schurtz furthermore finished the book Das Afrikanische Gewerbe in 1898 
(“African Trade,” 1900a). As an ethnological-historical equivalent to the 
German historical school’s detailed studies on social classes, craft indus-
tries, guilds, family businesses, labor relations, and the growth and struc-
ture of markets and towns, it was not as theoretically ambitious as the 
Grundriss. However, it was awarded the prestigious annual prize by the 
Jablonowskische Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften on Karl Bücher’s recom-
mendation, the only anthropological book to have received it (Wagner-
Hasel 2011: 257).

In his ten-year tenure at the Bremen museum, Schurtz also helped 
lay the foundation for academic anthropology as a formal discipline in 
Germany by publishing two anthropology textbooks (1893b, 1903a) as 
well as his two most influential works Urgeschichte der Kultur (“The His-
tory of Culture,” 1900b) which impressed with its broad scope and de-
tailed research, receiving over one hundred reviews in various national 
and international journals, and Altersklassen und Männerbünde: Eine 
Darstellung der Grundformen der Gesellschaft (“Age Sets and Male As-
sociations: A Description of the Fundamental Forms of Society,” 1902a) 
which had a “breath-taking” effect on the contemporary academic world 
(Reulecke 2001: 40).6 During a period when the new discipline was 
rapidly growing in German-speaking Europe, Schurtz had achieved a 
“remarkable status in modern anthropology” (Koppers 1915: 994), inde-
pendently from the center of a professionalizing discipline at the Ethno-
logical Museum in Berlin dominated by Adolf Bastian who had initially 
made efforts to block Schurtz’s career. The conceptual formalism and 

6. In a review of Urgeschichte der Kultur published in the first volume of the 
anthropological journal Man, Northcote W. Thomas (1901: 125), an emi-
nent Fellow of the Royal Anthropological Institute in London, wrote that 
“Schurtz has written a work which is worthy of his reputation” and that 
“no man can cover this ground single-handed. Dr. Schurtz has been amaz-
ingly industrious.” The book Altersklassen und Männerbünde is a political 
anthropology of non-kinship-based male “associations” and the gendered 
sociability drive (Durkheim 1901; Lowie 1920: 247–48, 394–96). The term 
Männerbünde was coined by Schurtz and subsequently picked up by a va-
riety of German social and political youth movements (Bruns 2008, 2009; 
Burrell 2023). Schurtz (1902c, 1903c) considered the book as a first step 
towards a more comprehensive treatise on the origins of the state, which 
he was working on before his death. However, the draft of this manuscript 
has been lost (Abel 1969: 81; Ducks 1996). 
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comparative breadth of Schurtz went against Bastian’s empiricist vision 
for anthropology. Bastian warned that it was not “yet time” to write such 
a book in his review (1901: 95, 102) of Schurtz’s Urgeschichte, and ex-
pressed fears that anthropology would attract scholars with “metaphysi-
cal urges,” who might endanger the ongoing fieldwork-based production 
of “meticulous monographs,” a “still barely excavated raw material” that 
could only eventually deliver a “total survey.” 

In his short life, Schurtz also published at least a dozen other 
widely appreciated articles, many of them showing his “great concep-
tual competency,” “interest in socioeconomic matters,” and familiarity 
with the history and ethnography of different world regions (Ging-
rich 2010: 93). These include articles on the tabu codes of Oceania 
or the Janissaries of the Ottoman Empire in the journal Preussische 
Jahrbücher (1895b; 1903c), as well as the articles Wirtschaftliche Sym
biose (“Economic Symbiosis,” 1898c), Die Anfänge des Landbesitzes 
(“The Beginnings of Land Ownership,” 1900c), and Das Basarwesen 
als Wirtschaftsform (“The Bazaar as an Economic System,” 1901a), 
published in the Zeitschrift für Socialwissenschaft, which was founded 
and edited by Julius Wolf in 1898 in order to conceptually renew the 
social sciences to pull them away from conservative positivists and 
left-wing theorists both of which Schurtz distanced himself from. He 
also published studies about his ethnographic and artifact-gathering 
trips to Spain, Morocco, Tunisia, and Turkey and contributed several 
book-length entries on Africa, North Africa, West Asia in the Islamic 
Period, and Highland Asia and Siberia to the widely consulted Welt
geschichte explicitly set up by Hans Helmolt to provide a non- or less 
Eurocentric world history. 

One of his last articles recounts his journey to Santiago de Com-
postela to where he had traveled after buying artifacts for the museum 
in Madrid. Probably also a kind of pilgrimage for Schurtz, Santiago ap-
peared to him “most magnificent in the evening light from the south-
west” and he describes how the city carries its “massive three-towered 
cathedral on its shoulders to heaven” and its “yellowish sandstone from 
which all these structures are built glows in the light of the setting sun 
like liquid gold” (1903b: 65). After a short illness that had already started 
while he was in Santiago, Schurtz died from appendicitis on May 2, 
1903 at the age of 39 with the “firm belief in the light” of a Christian 
God (Hantzsch 1905: 34). He was buried next to his parents in the 
Loschwitz cemetery in Dresden. His mother (b. Camilla Rehm) had 
died only a few weeks after giving birth to him. 
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Schurtz’s Economic Anthropology and Theory of Money

The title of Schurtz’s book suggests that his main goal was to answer 
a question that his contemporaries had wrestled with for some time: 
Where does money come from and what are its essential features? Yet, 
Schurtz was hesitant to take a side in debates about the origins of cul-
tural practices and artifacts that revolved around the question if they are 
human universals or the result of intercultural borrowing. This question 
also divided scholars interested in the origin of money. The academi-
cally dominant narrative situated money’s “birth” in the Greek Mediter-
ranean, where precious metals were first minted into coins. As the clas-
sicist Theodor Mommsen wrote in Das Geld (1863: 382), money “did not 
generate itself, no, like the steam engine and the alphabet” it had to be 
“invented.”7 Alongside this Eurocentric view of the “civilizational” con-
stitution of money, Carl Menger (1871: 260) claimed that “no nation” 
or people “invented” money but that it emerged as a universal human 
tool in a number of different forms wherever “economizing individuals” 
understood that money simplifies trade, thereby setting in motion the 
teleological movement towards a global commercial society with an ever 
more efficient medium of exchange. Considering the massive influence 
of these conflicting visions of money’s origin, it is surprising that Schurtz 
developed a robust alternative to them from the marginal position of a 
young anthropologist working at the ethnological museum in Bremen.

At first glance, it appears as if Schurtz tried to find a way around 
the two opposing views on money’s origin prevailing in Germany, only 
to end up recreating the common Victorian practice of endlessly list-
ing empirical examples of different monetary objects from all over the 
world, such as feathers or shells used to buy goods, and imaginary oxen 
or slaves giving quantitative value to all other commodities. As shown 
by the fact that the first part of the Grundriss, which contains most of 

7. For accessible overviews on the role of money in antiquity, see Eich (2022: 
chap. 1) and Spread (2022: chap. 11). For broader histories of money that 
do not focus centrally on coins, see Graeber (2011), Shell (2019), and 
Kaufman (2020). For an excellent discussion on the history of money in 
German nineteenth-century thought, see Gray (2008). Over the course 
of the twentieth century the question unfortunately became more starkly 
phrased as a matter of which of the three or four functions of money (store 
of value, medium of exchange, standard of deferred payment, unit of ac-
count) had evolutionary or logical priority (Schumpeter 1954; Hart 1986; 
Orléan 1992; Wray 1993; Ingham 2004; Desan 2013).
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Schurtz’s theoretical innovations, was written and published before the 
second part, which adds the empirical examples, however, we should not 
consider Schurtz’s excessive gathering of data as an end in itself. Rather, 
we suggest viewing it as a means to convince the reader that both theo-
retically absolute as well as empirically too narrowly focused theories on 
the origin of money are lopsided. 

Schurtz’s hesitancy to choose between the alternative to either lo-
cate money’s origin at a specific moment in time or to propose that it 
could have been generated anywhere at any time across all human so-
cieties and epochs already hints at his unique proto-structuralist posi-
tion, epitomized in the claim that modern money is an “illusory unity” 
that emerged out of two historically separate types of money, which be-
came “fused” in volatile ways (p. 34). On the one hand, “inside-money” 
emerges from the “internal forces of social life” and has the potential to 
organize and solidify social hierarchies, to reproduce religious beliefs, 
and to tie members of the same society to one another (p. 172). Thereby 
inside-money becomes one of the primary guarantors of what Schurtz 
elsewhere calls (1900b: 8) a society’s “outer shell” or “bone,” a Sitte, that is 
an inflexible “custom” or cultural institution acting as a boundary to the 
external, impersonal, commercial world of constant movement.

As “outside-money,” on the other hand, money seeks infinite move-
ment, causes boundaries between societies to crumble, undermines in-
ternal hierarchies, and animates individual profit-making to become a 
cultural value. Because of his dual notion of money, Schurtz has some-
times mistakenly been placed into the “diverse group of social scientists 
including Marx, Schurtz, Buecher, Weber, and Polanyi” who “argued that 
money as a medium of exchange arises first in the foreign trade sector” 
(Pryor 1977: 395).8 In contrast, Schurtz understands money as a circu-
lating medium that fulfills two opposing social functions depending on 
the location of its circulation, setting in motion a kind of permanent 
and productive tension between inside- and outside-money that closely 

8. If forced to decide between the alternatives of money originating in ex-
change or in hoarding, Schurtz would probably give conceptual primacy 
to the hoarding or store of value function of money based on his specu-
lative-historical assumptions, which aligns with, for example, Suzanne de 
Brunhoff ’s (1976) interpretation of Marx’s ([1859] 1975: 358) theory of 
money, the main arguments of Schumpeter (1991: 499; see Busch 2003: 
196) and Wilhelm Gerloff ’s theory (1940, 1950; see Taeuber 1945; Höltz 
1984: 227; Brandl 2015: 284).
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corresponds to Jonathan Parry and Maurice Bloch’s (1989) insight about 
money’s dual role in the reproduction of both the “short-term” commer-
cial transactional and the “long-term” social order. Just like the gift, mon-
ey is a “total social fact” that crystallizes social contradictions in its ma-
terial embodiments and movements, producing constant social change, 
development, and tension (Mauss [1925] 2016; Balandier [1961] 2018; 
Orléan 2013; Schmidt 2014). 

Even capitalist money, in other words, has never been modern. Rather, 
it fused the two separate forms of inside- and outside-money into a frag-
ile hybrid, whereby it became so effective that it often even transformed 
into the inside-money of other societies. This happened, for instance, 
when fabrics produced in Manchester and silver Maria Theresa thalers 
minted in Vienna were exported to West and East Africa as well as the 
Arabian Peninsula (Hogendorn 1997; Kuroda 2007; Guyer and Pallaver 
2018). Such entanglements established global hierarchies of currencies, 
and by analyzing these examples, Schurtz illustrates that losing the ca-
pacity to produce one’s own money also increased dependence on and 
exploitation by the merchants who provided different types of money 
from abroad, especially if these were relatively overvalued or starting to 
be manufactured cheaply in Europe. These insights exemplify a nuanced 
understanding of the imperial nature of the world economy that prefig-
ures the detailed accounting-based analysis of the unequal basis of world 
trade by Arghiri Emmanuel (1969) and Michael Hudson ([1972] 2003) 
as well as recent debates about the viability and potential of independent 
currencies in a global economy (Amin 1990; Ben Gadha et al. 2022). 

Schurtz’s hypothesis of money as a contradictory social phenomenon 
also supports our claim that his encyclopedic amassing of monetary ob-
jects under specific categories is not a mere classificatory exercise but an 
attempt to excavate the material agency of different monetary instru-
ments, such as shells, fabrics, or metals, which have different affordances 
and different geographical distributions, foreshadowing economic an-
thropology’s interest in the materiality of monetary objects (Hogendorn 
and Johnson 1986; Graeber 1996; Stewart and Strathern 2002). This 
concrete fact can best be elaborated on by taking into account Schurtz’s 
distinction between “ornament-money” and “use-money.” Ornament-
money originates in what Schurtz calls “aesthetic” values and is initially 
used to adorn the body but also encapsulates and channels the values 
and history of the whole community (see chapters 9 and 10). In contrast, 
“use-money,” which refers to useful and consumable goods such as stim-
ulants or base metals with a value that is acknowledged cross-culturally, 



14

Heinrich Schurtz’s Anthropology of Money

emerges as the primary form of outside-money (see chapter 13). An 
important mediator between the two is “fabric-money” which often, in 
the form of simple textiles that can easily be quantified, functions as use-
money and also, in the form of beautifully decorated textiles, as orna-
ment-money (see chapter 12). This unique consideration of the function, 
form, geographic origin, and materiality of different types of money is 
the foundation of what can be described as Schurtz’s “non-evolutionary 
evolutionism,” at the beginning of which universal social problems cause 
unforeseeable monetary developments, catalyzed by money’s different 
material affordances. Due to this theoretical assumption, Schurtz feels 
compelled to suggest a radically empirical ethnographic turn whose 
“only correct method is therefore to examine each individual case with-
out prejudice” (p. 164) as money’s contradictory double nature combined 
with the clash of different political, social, and monetary systems cause 
new developments and produce an unforeseeable surplus of meaning 
and generative social potential.

Almost an unrecognized blueprint, or Grundriss, of later economic 
anthropology, Schurtz’s observations anticipate many of economic an-
thropology’s more recent and fundamental insights such as the exposure 
of the myth of money’s origin in barter (Humphrey and Hugh-Jones 
1992; Servet 2001; Graeber 2011), the mechanics of separate spheres of 
exchange (Bohannan 1959; Godelier 1971; Zelizer 2004), the concept 
of wealth in people (Guyer and Belinga 1995), and the biographies of 
commodities (Kopytoff 1986). Quite clearly laid out in the Grundriss 
are also observations on potlatches, gifts, the distinction between alien-
able and inalienable possessions (Mauss [1925] 2016; Gregory [1982] 
2015; Weiner 1992), the intricate nature of multiple currency systems 
in Melanesia, Atlantic Africa, and China (Akin and Robbins 1999; 
Guyer 2004; Kuroda 2020), and merchant capitalism’s ability to extract 
local resources by using different currencies (Wolf 1982; Sahlins 1988). 
It also includes a succinct analysis of the turbulent effects of colonial 
trade on local communities, bridewealth systems, and social hierarchies 
(Bourdieu and Sayad 1964; Meillassoux 1964; Rey 1971). In the particu-
larly remarkable chapter on “countermeasures,” we see a whole range of 
practices that preemptively prevent the intensification of hierarchies set 
forth by the accumulation of money, such as the redistribution and de-
struction of wealth, intensively discussed during the second golden age 
of economic anthropology in the 1970s and 1980s, when economic an-
thropologists increasingly began to rely almost exclusively on the seem-
ingly inexhaustible frameworks provided by Karl Polanyi, Karl Marx, 
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Georg Simmel, and Marcel Mauss (Sahlins 1972; Shipton 1989; Grae-
ber 2001; Maurer 2006; Dodd 2014; Dodd and Neiburg 2019). This 
uncanny soundness, scope, and versatility of Schurtz’s theory is probably 
why Woodruff Smith (1991: 75), in his widely appreciated Politics and 
the Sciences of Culture in Germany, 1840–1920, characterizes Schurtz as 
“Boas’s brilliant contemporary” who “developed the outlines of a com-
prehensive ethnology that in some ways foretold the structuralism of a 
later era.”

Resurfacing a Silenced Classic

Schurtz’s book was published during a time when economic history 
and sociology increasingly merged as subjects of study, resulting in the 
publication of several classics, such as Georg Simmel’s Philosophy of 
Money ([1900] 1978), Max Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism ([1905] 2001), and Thorstein Veblen’s The Theory of the Lei
sure Class (1899). Schurtz was part of the same generation of thinkers, 
born around 1860, who proposed alternatives to the “distressing” way 
the industrial revolution and the conceptual apparatus of classical and 
neoclassical economics had been “carving up society” (Mirowski 2000: 
923). Schurtz made a specifically anthropological contribution to these 
discussions that unfolded during the renaissance of the German social 
sciences in Wilhelmine Germany and were characterized by intensive 
conceptual debates about money, gifts, exchange, barter, markets, and the 
psychological, social, and cultural foundations of the economy.9 

Schurtz’s Grundriss is just over one hundred pages but contains close 
to five hundred footnotes citing first-hand ethnographic and historical 

9. Pre-World War I advanced monetary theory was already detaching itself 
from the idea that the essence of money was to have an “intrinsic value” 
(Keynes 1914: 421; see also Mitchell Innes [1913] 2004; and Gesell 1916). 
In Germany this trend is illustrated by the theoretical economics textbook 
of Adolph Wagner (1909: 129, 132). Wagner, a well-known professor in 
Berlin, who explicitly bases his own “general theory of money” on the “cau-
tious generalizations” of Schurtz, notes that the “origin of money as such 
cannot be traced empirically-historically” because it is determined by “the 
mental life of the people who use it” and based on the “naturalization and 
consolidation of confidence,” or trust which remains the “decisive factor 
for the origin, as well as for the concept and nature of money” (see also 
Martino 2018).
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sources from outside of Europe woven together in a contextualized but 
kaleidoscopic way. Having carefully studied more or less all published 
ethnographic writing available up to 1897, Schurtz’s selection of sources 
still provides a useful historical overview of monetary objects. The con-
ceptual lesson of Schurtz’s analysis of such a great variety of ethnograph-
ic observations is that it is not advisable to force these observations into 
existing theoretical edifices, whether they are universal “historical” stages 
or the abstract models of the British and Austrian approaches to political 
economy. Instead of relying on given theories, Schurtz moved forward 
with a conceptually tenable and original portrayal of money as always 
concrete, material, multiple, and contradictory.

Although Schurtz wrote clearly and without jargon, his concep-
tual repertoire entails heuristic categories that are nonrigid, imperfect, 
and provisional (pp. 32, 35), thereby retaining the potential to accom-
modate empirical irregularities and understand historical and material 
combinations of the different traits of money, processes Schurtz further 
characterizes with the terms Umbildung (transformation, p. 75), Ver
schmelzung (fusion, melting, or amalgamation, p. 84), schwankend (blurry, 
fluctuating, and ambivalent, p. 83), or verwickelt (intricate, tangled, or 
threaded, p. 90). Schurtz considered his concepts almost a byproduct of 
the meticulous arrangements and juxtaposition of polythetic facts, the 
result of the “intellectual apprehension” (p. 153) of what he elsewhere 
calls the “manifoldness of reality” (1900b: 297). For him, there was “no 
need to aid reality with artificial theories,” as he summarizes his position 
in the preface to Altersklassen und Männerbünde (1902a: iii), where he 
also suggests that he “accidentally” created a new theory as “it originally 
never occurred to” him “to formulate a new theory of the formation of 
society.” With regard to its sometimes broad-ranging essayistic form 
and dialectical meandering, Schurtz’s Grundriss thus resembles Marcel 
Mauss’s The Gift. The resemblance, however, ends when we look at the 
two books’ intellectual reception. While The Gift is probably the classic 
of economic anthropology, the Grundriss, which has barely been cited in 
the past half century, joined the forgotten milieu of a fin-de-siècle Ger-
man anthropology.

Yet, one can still trace the various ways in which Schurtz was selec-
tively incorporated into economics and economic anthropology in the 
first half of the twentieth century, which allows us to propose the Grund
riss as an evident but “silent” foundation for many of the subsequent 
and still perennial debates around more recent social and ethnographic 
conceptualizations of the economy. While Schurtz more or less directly 
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influenced and was acknowledged by some of his renowned contempo-
raries, such as Karl Helfferich, Max Weber, Marcel Mauss, Franz Op-
penheimer, and Richard Thurnwald, the borrowing of his conceptual 
ideas or empirical material by well-known social scientists and econo-
mists remained unknown to many contemporary readers because they 
were often hidden in footnotes or remained implicit, such as in the case 
of Simmel, Schumpeter, and Polanyi. Starting in the interwar period, 
the decline of German fluency in international scholarship along with 
editorial decisions and omissions in several influential translations made 
it even more difficult for scholars to become acquainted with or even 
become aware of Schurtz’s Grundriss.

One example of this is Weber’s reception of Schurtz’s work and the 
way in which references to Schurtz have been excluded from some Eng-
lish translations. It is known that Weber “read with pleasure the great 
work of Heinrich Schurtz” (Radkau 2013: 37), and the Grundriss is the 
only text discussed in-line apart from Ludwig von Mises and Georg 
Friedrich Knapp in the section on money in Weber’s continuously influ-
ential Economy and Society. While Weber notes that he will not treat “the 
foundations” of money, he makes several Schurtzian points on inside or 
“internal money” as an intragroup “payment” system for “social prestige,” 
where money serves as “a mark of social rank” and prices are determined 
by “custom and convention.” Even Schurtz’s example of spheres of ex-
change is noted by Weber when he observes that cowrie shells cannot 
be used in “exchange for women” (Weber 1922: 40; 1947: 177; 1972: 41; 
2019: 163). Weber also meticulously summarized Schurtz’s theory of 
property and Schurtz’s distinction between inside- and outside-money 
in the first seven pages of the chapter “Money and monetary history” in 
his General Economic History (1950: 236–41). However, the citation to 
Schurtz can only be found in the original German edition (1923: 208) 
as the translator and editor Franklin Knight excluded the opening bibli-
ography from his popular edition.

Schurtz’s influence on Weber seems to have been channeled through 
several tensions the latter had with the eminent economic historian 
Karl Bücher who also taught at the University of Leipzig and has been 
viewed, alongside Marx and Polanyi, as one of the “three Karls” consid-
ered the founders of economic anthropology (Hann 2015; see also Hann 
and Hart 2011: 39–42). After Bücher (1914) had delivered the opening 
chapter on “economic stages” for Weber’s multivolume social and eco-
nomic history in early 1913, Weber expressed his disappointment with 
what he considered an evolutionist manuscript “of no use,” and wrote to 
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his close friend Johann Plenge, a former student of Bücher, that his own 
“views on this point are currently undergoing significant change,” refer-
ring to his upcoming Economy and Society that would “offer entirely dif-
ferent things than ‘economic stages’” (Weber 2009: 69).10 Indeed Büch-
er’s text “infuriated Weber” to such a degree that, “if one were to believe 
Weber’s repeated written statements, his entire later sociology could be 
understood as a replacement for Bücher’s mistake” (Bruhns 2006: 169). 

In contrast to the largely positive response to the Grundriss in the 
contemporary academic sphere, it might therefore not be surprising 
that it was Bücher who wrote the only overtly negative review of the 
Grundriss. In this review, Bücher, the German academic authority on 
“primitive economics,” advised Schurtz to treat the “scientific work of 
modern economists with a bit more respect” (1899: 85). In defense of his 
already published theory assuming that money is a scarce commodity 
sourced from external trade (Bücher 1893), Bücher (1899: 86) rejected 
Schurtz’s claim that inside-money is “the main root of the monetary sys-
tem” and attacked him for his “vague and fluctuating concept of money” 
that “adversely affects the entire course of the investigation.”11 In a letter 
to Bücher, Schurtz writes that he had expected his incursion into the 
field of economics to cause “difficulties,” as Schurtz saw Bücher as an 
“economist who has ventured into ethnology and seeks to use it for his 
purposes,” while he portrayed himself as an “anthropologist who views 

10. Plenge (1919: xi) did not only consider Schurtz one of the most important 
scholars of the economy but also criticized Bücher for having “neglect-
ed” the “commendable work of Schurtz” and leaving him “unsupported.” 
Plenge even published an anthology, Die Stammformen der vergleichenden 
Wirtschaftstheorie (“The fundamental forms of comparative economic 
theory”), which places Schurtz alongside Aristotle, Smith, List, Marx, 
Hildebrand and Schönberg. In his editorial introduction, Plenge (1919: 
xi) describes the reprint of Schurtz’s (1901) article on the bazaar as “a re-
discovery of a buried scientific treasure. With each page, you gain new 
inspiration.”

11. Karl Polanyi, who can be considered Bücher’s intellectual descend-
ant (Köcke 1979; Schrader 1980; Mirowski 1994; Hudson 2000), was 
also critical of Schurtz and rejected the distinction between inside- and 
outside-money. Polanyi’s selection of essays, posthumously published as 
Primitive, Archaic, and Modern Economies, however, contains the interesting 
but neglected section “Primitive Money” as an appendix to his most pro-
grammatic and widely cited “The Semantics of Money Uses” in which he, 
in addition to Keynes and Schumpeter, mainly cites Schurtz (1971: 202).
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economics as a part of his field of study and is inclined to treat it as such,” 
adding that he has “no intention to impose your teachings on anyone as 
a scientific straitjacket.”12

This dispute between Schurtz and Bücher, revealed from the archival 
correspondence, mirrors the well-known late nineteenth-century Büch-
er–Meyer controversy about the capitalist character of antiquity. Eduard 
Meyer’s critique of Bücher came to be framed as a conceptual battle be-
tween “modernists” and “primitivists,” the latter, represented by Bücher, 
insisting on a radical alterity that made any concepts derived from the 
study of modern capitalism inadequate for studying the ancient past or 
the noncapitalist other (Pearson 1957; Finley 1979; Reibig 2001). Like 
Schurtz, the young ancient historian Meyer attempted to create his own 
vision of “anthropology,” an idea or term that had already moved away 
from being a “science of the evolution of man” to a “theory of general 
forms of human life and human development” (Tenbruck 1986: 245; 
see Hart 2000, 2017). This implied the radical proposition that contem-
porary and ancient societies should be situated in the same, but much 
expanded, conceptual universe. Schurtz even took a step beyond this 
conceptual symmetry that included enduring but transformed “archa-
ic” societies by proposing to analyze “our” money and society through 
concepts that emerged from the comparative consideration of different 
types of money as well, an insight that later work on “primitive money” 
would neglect (Knight 1941; Dalton 1965; Melitz 1970; Tucci 1970; 
Firth 1972; Maurer 2018).13

The new economic anthropology of the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury soon avoided the evolutionary thinking that had arisen in the previous 
century which helps to explain why Schurtz and the Grundriss—which 
even carries an evolutionistic term in its title—were so quickly forgotten. 
In his early unpublished drafts on the origin of money written in the 
1920s, Schumpeter had, for instance, dismissed the comparative ethnol-
ogy of money on methodological grounds, evoking the emergent anti-
evolutionist consensus that contemporary “primitive societies” could not 

12. Universitätsbibliothek Leipzig. Nachlass NL 181/Schn 213-216, Kasten 
Schl-V, Blatt 213–216. Letter from Heinrich Schurtz to Karl Bücher, No-
vember 13, 1899.

13. The epistemological principle that the “other” allows us to better under-
stand ourselves remained central for some sections of German anthropol-
ogy, in particular the circle around Fritz Kramer who influenced many 
current anthropology professors in Germany.
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stand in for archaic ones, and cautioning that the sciences would soon 
lose the overview over the exponentially growing examples of types of 
money. This would then lead to endless debates about which societies 
had been using money “correctly or incorrectly” according to the latest 
theoretical fashion (1970: 15–18, 34; 1991: 522–25). Schumpeter’s in-
tuition was correct as two of the most cited works on “primitive money” 
illustrate. Both Paul Einzig, a prolific financial journalist who published 
his well-researched Primitive Money in 1949 (revised in 1966), and the 
Cambridge anthropologist Alison Quiggin who published her Survey of 
Primitive Money in 1949, for instance, are conceptually way more tim-
id than Schurtz. Unlike the Grundriss, both books limit themselves to 
“primitive” or “preliterate” and “nonstate” types of money, and the authors 
use geographical regions as their ordering principle to fill their volu-
minous chapters with list-like compilations of different types of mon-
ey.14 By the middle of the twentieth century, anthropology had largely 
stopped crafting or even engaging with global histories, and had become 
fully weary of the intellectual search and concern for origins because 
of the Darwinian overtones of such questions. The influential economic 
anthropologist Melville Herskovits sealed the fate of Schurtz’s Grundriss 
by concluding that, although not fluent in German (Pearson 2010), he 
was not concerned with “hypotheses as those of Schurtz” because they 
would be “too speculative to merit discussion” (1952: 237). It was the 
publication of David Graeber’s Debt: The First 5,000 Years in 2011 that 
reopened an anthropological vantage point for a renewed engagement 
with the intriguing theoretical implications of the gripping, far-reach-
ing, and popular question: where does money come from?

A Nonmodern Monetary Theory

Although Schurtz did not accept that money’s origin is simply “lost in 
the mists of time” (Mirowski 1994: 315), his search yields contradic-
tory answers, accepting, even embracing, the bewildering complexity of 

14. The origin of this turn can already be located in the transfer of German 
anthropology to interwar anglophone academia, where most works on 
“primitive money” reuse, cite, or unpack Schurtz’s examples and sources 
and often conduct fieldwork in the sites indicated by him without en-
gaging with Schurtz’s theoretical arrangement (Schmidt 1920: 119; 1921: 
159; Thilenius 1921; Malinowski 1922; Thurnwald 1923, 1932: 262; Wie-
schhoff 1945, Lips 1949: 207; cf. Pearson 2000).
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empirical reality. Schurtz did not seek an answer to the question whether 
money is a means of exchange emerging from barter, a measure of value 
grounded in political decrees, or the religious and philosophical practices 
of classical antiquity (Knapp 1905; Laum 1924; Schaps 2004; Seaford 
2004), a system of accounting which Keynes called a “price list” that 
could be “recorded by word of mouth or by book entry on baked bricks” 
(1930: 3, 13), or part of a more generalized metrological symbolic coun-
ter (Codere 1968; Grierson 1978; Kula 1986; Seitz 2017) that emerged 
from debt, slavery, and violence (Aglietta and Orléan 1982; Hudson 
2004; Graeber 2011). Schurtz acknowledges kernels of truth in almost 
all of these answers given over the course of the twentieth century while, 
at the same time, exposing the underlying questions as unresolvable eco-
nomic antinomies that result from money’s contradictory nature. For 
Schurtz, the difficulty of answering the questions of where money comes 
from and what its defining features are was not caused by insufficient 
empirical data. The accumulation of data can never be a direct route to 
theory, he notes, because “if mere collection was as straightforward and 
self-evident as some make it seem” then such material “would already 
have been abundantly brought together” in his time, and an adequate 
theory would have already been developed (p. 153).

Schurtz’s solution was to display the moral and social tensions that 
emerged from the historical unfolding of money in different contexts, 
historical periods, and ethnographic areas, which convinced him of 
money’s fundamentally contradictory nature corresponding to two op-
posing social “laws that set the course for the development of humanity 
as a whole”; on the one hand, the “the perpetual motion of money and 
purchasable commodities” that pushes individuals to separate themselves 
from their own society, adopt novelties and trade with others, and, on 
the other, the “forces” that “bind individuals to stable and durable valu-
ables, to the home and hearth” (p. 172). The “best evidence,” Schurtz sug-
gests, for the assumption that “the emergence of two original forms of 
money was not mere chance” is the fact that “we still find these opposing 
powers at work today,” shaping and transforming economic life (p. 173). 
This quasi-structuralist answer allowed Schurtz to circumvent the stark 
dichotomy between trying to pinpoint an origin in time or place, or to 
abandon the conceptual implications of the question of “origins” alto-
gether. Instead, Schurtz’s vision of money’s generative double charac-
ter that structures both international and local markets and political 
hierarchies, provides a conceptual starting point for understanding the 
creation of “new economies”—for example in an imperial and colonial 
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context, after decolonization or when a new currency is introduced, such 
as the euro (Servet 1998; Peebles 2011; Pallaver 2022).

Sharing the more widespread nineteenth-century notion of an evo-
lutionary link between money and inequality, Schurtz developed a de-
tailed analysis of money as a creator of rank and standing, both within 
and between societies. He dedicates a tremendous amount of space in 
the Grundriss to illustrate the political and social consequences of the 
creation of monetary systems. He outlines how different types of money 
produce social differentiations, especially along class and gender lines, 
citing various examples of how only political authorities and social elites 
were allowed to receive and hold money which became more valuable as 
it aged in their hands, while, in other cases, women were only permitted 
to handle the less valuable small change of the retail trade. Sometimes, 
the same monetary object, he notes, is given a premium, discounted, or 
assessed differently depending on if it is a political authority, a com-
moner, a market woman, or a stranger handing it over (pp. 52, 72, 152). 
The simultaneous use of multiple types and categories of money within 
societies is thus an architectural principle in the generation and repro-
duction of inequality.15 

This focus on social groups and social processes of differentiation 
exemplifies that Schurtz (1900b: 212) rejected the economistic concep-
tions of society as being “composed of individuals” and of individual 
transactions as “mere building blocks” of a “whole sum.” This was not 
only a critique of methodological individualism, but also of the histori-
cal school. Schurtz defined the collective whole as not only including 
“the living but also the ancestors and future generations.” He called 
this transgenerational frame a Dauergesellschaft, or an “enduring soci-
ety,” which does not allude to the typically German romantic idea of 
a suprahuman community or cultural soul, but rather to the great so-
cial tensions and cohesions produced by the hoarding and distribution 
of money through the cult of the dead and institutions of intergenera-
tional transmission such as marriage and patrimony that contemporary 

15. Schurtz also put great emphasis on the question of kinship and inherit-
ance, as this represented the efforts to secure the financial security and 
thus social position of one’s children (pp. 65–73). For more recent discus-
sions on similar themes, see especially Colin Drumm’s dissertation (2021), 
which exemplifies a rare level of original thinking on the history of money, 
and his courses on money, power, and value at the online-based Mimbres 
School for the Humanities.
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economic history and theory largely overlooked (1900b: 212; see also 
Rospabé 2010).16 

For Schurtz, who shared the “respect for the historical fact” and for 
broad and deep empirical foundations with the younger German his-
torical school of his generation (Schumpeter 1954: 780), thinking about 
money’s origins revealed an independent power steering the fate of hu-
man and social development. The unraveling of empirical contexts and 
historical contingencies also put him at odds with the ahistorical and 
theoretically contrived origin scenarios put forth by Menger and vari-
ous British economists writing in the mid-nineteenth century, such as 
William Stanley Jevons and Walter Bagehot. In Bagehot ([1848] 1978: 
243), for instance, who states that it is “misleading” to “speak of the state 
of barter as having ceased; in point of fact, gold is bartered for every-
thing and everything is bartered for gold,” we already find the curious 
neoclassical claim of money’s “nonexistence” which denies money its 
multiplicity and autonomy in structuring the social relations within and 
between societies (Patnaik 2009; Aglietta 2018). It is hardly surprising 
that Schurtz rejected such instrumental perspectives in his significant 
article Wertvernichtung durch den Totenkult (“Value Destruction in the 
Cult of the Dead,” 1898b) published just a few months after the Grund
riss. The article, which could serve as a supplementary chapter to the 
Grundriss, starts with the remark that “utility theory” is “as clear as it is 
shallow and seeks to attribute all economically significant human actions 
primarily to the rational consideration of practical benefits, and which in 
its one-sided form could only arise in the fumes of the English factory 
districts abandoned by all muses and graces” (Schurtz 1898b: 41). In-
stead of falling into utilitarian thought, it is easy to imagine Schurtz sid-
ing with both Alain Caillé’s Mouvement AntiUtilitariste dans les Sciences 
Sociales as well as Andre Orléan’s (2013: 52; 1992, 2014, 2023) project 

16. The adherents of the “younger” historical school emphasized the social 
and reciprocal foundations of the economy. For Gustav Schmoller, one of 
the leading figures of the school, currencies also appeared in the form of 
“bride-price, fines, and taxes” that were paid in a “particularly coveted and 
popular good,” which then simply became a “universal means of payment 
and exchange,” both “for the market and other payments.” The road to real 
“money,” Schmoller says, however, “takes some nations thousands of years 
to develop” (Schmoller 1904: 65–67, see also Lotz 1894). Bücher ([1893] 
1901: 62–65, 110) emphasized “gifts” and gift-giving as the fundamental 
element of the “original” “pre-economy.”
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of a “new foundation for economics” that understands the existence of 
“diverse forms of money” as a “response to the actors’ frenetic demands” 
to get an answer to “the economic question par excellence … upon which 
all economic activity depends,” namely “in which form is value to be 
found?” In both its modern and its “primitive” forms, which over the 
course of modernity were relegated to the status of collectible curiosi-
ties and superfluous ornaments or unrelated precursors with no political 
or scientific relevance, money thus not only matters (Guyer 1995), but 
galvanizes.
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Note on Translation and Editing

The translation is based on the original German edition of Heinrich 
Schurtz’s Grundriss einer Entstehungsgeschichte des Geldes published in 
1898 by Emil Felber in Weimar. While maintaining the original text, we 
made some modifications to enhance readability. Although the original 
edition does not include a separate bibliography, we have added a com-
plete list of references after the endnotes. We have also added a selection 
of illustrations between chapters 8 and 9. We have excluded the short 
original index. We have converted “d o u b l e d s p a c e d” words used by 
Schurtz for emphasis into italics. We omitted the original italicization of 
authors’ surnames discussed in the text and have standardized Schurtz’s 
inconsistent italicization of foreign terms. Schurtz numbered footnotes 
starting from 1 at every page; we restart them at each new chapter and 
have converted them into endnotes. The abbreviated book and journal 
titles in the original references have been extended for easier identifica-
tion. In several cases where an author or text is only cited in the text, we 
have converted the reference into a new endnote. When Schurtz quotes 
authors without giving a reference, we located the reference and inserted 
a new endnote marked with square brackets. All editorial additions are 
clearly indicated within square brackets, while parentheses and abbre-
viations are retained as used by Schurtz himself. In cases where Schurtz 
translated references into German, we use the original English version 
or an authoritative English translation when available and mark it with 
“Orig.,” or “En. transl.”

Our editorial annotations have been added as footnotes, indicated by 
an asterisk, and if more than one footnote begins on a page, the sequence 
of symbols is *, †. In preparing the annotations, our guiding principle has 
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been to offer contextual information and clarifications. We have focused 
on providing details about sources Schurtz cites, especially when they 
have been found to be inaccurately summarized by Schurtz or are of par-
ticular significance to current research. Additionally, we have included 
brief explanations to help readers understand the context of some of 
Schurtz’s empirical examples, including explicit references to nowadays 
less well-known historical figures and controversies. It is important to 
note that these footnotes are not exhaustive and reflect our own exper-
tise, particularly on African monetary systems.

Regarding outdated terms, we decided to use equivalents that are still 
understandable but also appropriate for the period when the Grundriss 
was published instead of modernized and not always equivalent terms 
(for example, “Caribs” instead of “Kalingo” for Kariben, or “Indochina” 
instead of “mainland Southeast Asia” for Hinterindien). However, we 
have chosen to consistently use “Sahel” in place of Sudan to avoid confu-
sion with the modern states Sudan and South Sudan. In the nineteenth 
century, the geographic region known as “the Sudan” or le Soudan referred 
to the mostly Muslim belt of territories beneath the Sahara, extending 
from Senegal to the borders of Ethiopia. We have not marked the trans-
lations of place and ethnic names where the German version is a pho-
netic variation of a well-established English term (for instance, Dschagga 
is translated as “Chagga”). However, we modernized a few geographic 
and ethnic names to make it easier for the reader to identify the place or 
ethnic group referred to. To facilitate cross-references with the original 
sources we list these terms here: Abouré=Kompas; Azande=NiamNiam; 
Dakpa=N’Dakwas; Dzing=Badinga; Ewondo=Yaunde; Fang=Mpong; 
Idah=Atta; Haya=Wasiba; Kalaallit of West Greenland=Eskimos der 
grönländischen Westküste; Kyrgyz=Buruten; Lemba=Malepa; Luwo=Djur; 
Marianas=Ladronen; Xhosa=Kaffern. An inevitable difficulty arose in the 
case of racist terms which we decided to replace. The term Naturvölker 
relies on the opposition between “cultural” or “civilized” versus “natural” 
or “uncivilized” people, and we have translated the term as “indigenous 
societies.” The term Eingeborene has a colonial administrative tone to 
it, so we rendered it as “natives” which we also used for the German 
term Indianer that denotes various groups of indigenous people in the 
Americas (for example, we translated Indianerstämme Guyanas as “the 
native tribes of Guyana”). Regarding the use of common German racial 
categories of the period, we have used alternatives, such as “African,” 
“Aboriginal Austrialians,” and “Maroons of Suriname.”
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Note on Translation and Editing

In terms of syntax, we maintained Schurtz’s style, except in a few cas-
es where we separated extremely long sentences. The German word for 
money can be highly combinatory or “cobbled” and it is unfortunate that 
composites, such as Geldart, Geldstrafe, Geldsystem, have to be translated 
as “type of money,” “fine,” and “monetary system.” In most instances we 
aligned with the conventions of anthropology, monetary history, sociol-
ogy, and comparative numismatics and especially relied on the authori-
tative German-to-English translations of George Simmel, Max Weber 
and Joseph Schumpeter. There were nevertheless a variety of terms which 
Schurtz coins or employs in specific ways, and we opted to not follow the 
established translations in these cases. We provide explanations as foot-
notes after the initial mention of some of these terms, such as “inside-
money” and “outside-money” (Binnengeld, Aussengeld) and “sign-money” 
(Zeichengeld). Furthermore, we use hyphenations in some of Schurtz’s 
compound nouns involving money. This approach helps retain the accent 
and subtle emphasis on the materiality of the first noun of the original 
German. Terms like Eisengeld, Silbergeld, and Muschelgeld, are thus trans-
lated as “iron-money,” “silver-money,” and “shell-money.”
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chapter 1

Anthropology and Economics 
The Natural Monetary System

If anthropology has the task to provide all related and already developed 
sciences with a broader and more solid foundation for their theories, 
then it must also review the doctrines of economics, either to better sup-
port them, reshape them based on deeper insights, or discard them alto-
gether. This task is not always easy. Whoever resides on the top floors of 
a gleaming building is reluctant to inquire about the integrity of the base 
and the lower walls, and the anthropologist tapping at the foundations 
with a hammer is seen as a bothersome nuisance. It is far more rewarding 
to continue to add new towers and stories than to admit that the whole 
structure rests on shaky ground, or even to descend and, far from the 
noise and applause above, repair the faulty walls.

The history of money is one of the most instructive examples of the 
relationship between anthropology* and a closely related science. Insofar 

* We translate Völkerkunde consistently as “anthropology.” Schurtz laid out 
his vision of anthropology most clearly in the posthumously published 
Völkerkunde (1903a: 1–4), where he divides the discipline into a “descrip-
tive branch” called “ethnography,” depicting “each nation impartially and 
comprehensively,” and a “comparative anthropology or ethnology” which 
has to be developed from the former because “mere description is insuf-
ficient” as “humanity never remains the same as it is constantly chang-
ing, shifting, multiplying or decreasing.” Schurtz saw anthropology as 
a kind of meta social science and considered economics, sociology, and 
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as this history is written by economists, following a good old custom, 
they almost exclusively rely on the records of ancient and modern civ-
ilized people which are considered unequivocally typical for humanity. 
On this alarmingly narrow basis, the most reckless theories then shoot 
up into the heavens, and men of gold and silver* preach their wisdom 
from dizzying heights to an astonished people. Amidst their noise, the 
request of anthropology to broaden the research base will certainly go 
unnoticed at first, but it will, finally, have to be heard when bewilderment 
can no longer be resolved in any other way, and truth instead of warring 
interests is once again allowed to have a say. Anthropology must also, for 
its own advantage, preoccupy itself with the questions of the origins and 
development of the monetary system, because although the concept of 
“money,” as we currently use it, is a cultural achievement, its uncritical 
application to simpler contexts has caused all sorts of unfortunate mis-
understandings, especially in travel accounts.

As the term “concept” has come up, it should be pointed out decisive-
ly that a work belonging to the field of anthropology can never involve 
the razor-sharp conceptual definitions that are commonly assumed to 
be the goal of all research in those sciences influenced by jurisprudence. 
Such definitions easily hinder insight into the course of development. 
Whether we want to use the term money to refer to the early beginnings 
of what we now call “money,” or whether we give it some other name, is 
thoroughly irrelevant with respect to the actual problem concerning us 
as long as we remain aware of the fact that all rigid designations cannot 
do justice to the flow of development, and are thus nothing but superfi-
cial aids for anthropology. This remark may appear redundant for those 
familiar with anthropological thinking, but the number of those who 
expect salvation from the dissection of concepts instead of the impar-
tial observation of the continuous flux of becoming and passing away is 

political science to be branches of anthropology which had developed “in-
dependently” but without considering “the most developed and the least 
developed” societies in “an equally detailed manner.”

* The metaphor of Gold- und Silbermänner alludes to the monetary the-
orists of the gold or the bimetallic standard. In the 1890s, the popular 
and academic consensus was that the value of money was based on the 
international price of gold, plus or minus the state’s dues for minting (sei-
gniorage) and the cost of manufacturing (brassage), while copper and, 
increasingly, silver coins were treated as a separate subcategory of “fiat 
tokens” (Scheidemünzen) (Lotz 1906).
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unfortunately all too large. And so let it be said once again that the ques-
tion here is not “What do we understand by money?” but a completely 
different one: “From which origins did money develop and which stages 
of this development can still be traced?” Only indigenous peoples can 
provide us with the answer to this question.

It cannot be claimed that anthropologists have already devoted spe-
cial attention to this question. From a proper anthropological standpoint, 
only one person has addressed the problem, namely Richard Andree in a 
section of his Ethnographic Parallels, which has paved the way for many 
questions by applying the comparative method with rare diligence, and 
which therefore deserves forever to hold a praiseworthy position in the 
history of anthropology.1 The first thing Andree had to establish was a 
simple and clear classification of the tremendous amount of material, 
and he did so by sorting the different monetary instruments into specif-
ic sets according to their material by subsuming them under the terms 
stone-money, shell-money, cloth-money, iron-money, salt-money, and so 
on. In doing so, a preliminary overview was achieved.

Shortly after, but independent of Andree, Franz Ilwof dealt with the 
problem in his text Barter and Money Substitutes.2 His work represents an 
improvement over Andree, as it attempts to rely on ethnographic find-
ings to improve economic doctrines. Unfortunately, the ethnographic 
part of the essay is the weakest, even though new concepts should arise 
from a sound ethnographic basis. Consequently, the impact of his oth-
erwise commendable work has remained limited. Merely for the sake of 
completeness, we mention Oskar Lenz’s essay On Money among Primi-
tive People, which closely follows Andree, but offers nothing new apart 
from some noteworthy observations about African conditions.3

It is high time now to pursue the problem of the development of 
money, which has been noticeably neglected since then. What can be 
offered here is, of course, little more than a sketch, but it might still il-
lustrate that the conceptual disputes of today have been present from the 
beginning. I do not intend to approach these questions here. However, a 
deeper understanding of the current state of things is impossible without 
possessing knowledge of the simpler, older forms. The goal of this trea-
tise is, therefore, to offer a reliable foundation. Just as we cannot know 
the living conditions of a plant by contemplating its leaves and flowers 
while ignoring its roots, we cannot hope to find the real sources of the 
influences that shape and transform economic life up to the present day 
without the help of anthropology. At the very least, it will become ap-
parent that the economists’ truism about the consecutive stages of barter, 
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money, and credit economies* does not remotely do justice to the real 
problems, and that alone is a step forward that inevitably will be fol-
lowed by others over time.

Anthropology relies on laws applicable in many instances, and 
knowledge of these laws can even point us to answers to newly emerged 
questions. The first and best known of these laws teaches us that a new 
custom or institution never emerges out of nothing, but that beginnings 
and seeds are ever-present and have to operate secretly for long before 
more ideal forms emerge. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the 
concept of money has also undergone a long development. Moreover, 
ethnographic experience allows us to firmly reject the preconception that 
institutions arise from purposeful contemplations alone. We are famil-
iar with cultural concepts such as religion, the state, justice, and so on, 
which nowadays appear unified but, on closer inspection, prove to be 
put together and artificially fused, and we know that in such cases, the 
concept often tends to be a confluence of very different sources, and 
that we can still observe these individual sources separately among in-
digenous peoples. What we now call “money” is also an illusory unity. 
Even a cursory observation reveals that money can serve as a measure of 
value or as a medium that stores the results of all kinds of work, like an 
electrical battery or energy accumulator does with various mechanical 
forces, while it, in the form of fines and taxes, performs purely social 
tasks, and is also used as a universally welcomed means of exchange that 
greatly facilitates commercial transactions from person to person, and 
from nation to nation.

If we search among indigenous peoples for traces of these various 
properties of money, we not only find them separate in completely recog-
nizable form, but we are also made aware of how all the currents that 
became unified in the concept of money are tightly connected to the his-
torical development of humanity itself. Parallel facts often make it easier 
to quickly understand a phenomenon than many words, and in our case, 

* The sequence “barter, money, and credit” corresponds to Bruno Hilde-
brand’s (1864: 7) three stages of economic evolution, namely the “natural 
economy,” the “money economy,” and the “credit economy.” Hildebrand, 
along with Wilhelm Roscher (1857: 210) and Karl Knies (1885: 5), one 
of the founding figures of the so-called “older” German Historical School 
of Economics, imagines the first stage as an agrarian society and the last 
stage as dominated by banknotes and central banks, and considered tran-
sitions between these stages as a form of utilitarian progress.
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such a parallel can be seen in the historical development of marriage.* 
The particular relation between a man and a woman that we now call 
marriage has developed in quite different ways, depending on whether it 
took shape within a tribe (endogamy) or as a result of hostile and later 
friendly relations with other hordes and tribes (exogamy); only civilized 
peoples have arrived at a more or less unified idea. The concept of money 
has arisen in a similar way, originating from two distinct sources: What 
functions as the foundation of wealth and measure of value for property 
and serves social ends within a tribe is, in its origins, something entirely 
different from the means of exchange that travels from tribe to tribe and 
eventually transforms itself, as a universally welcomed commodity, into 
a kind of currency. To acknowledge this difference from the very begin-
ning, we ask to use, provisionally for want of better terms, “inside-mon-
ey” for the first kinds of primitive monies, and “outside-money”† for the 
second. Obviously, this classification initially seems to have nothing to 
do with the purely material one used by Andree; however, as this enquiry 
proceeds to show, there is no necessary contradiction between the two.

* Schurtz’s reference to kinship terminology suggests that his concepts of 
“inside-” and “outside-money” were influenced by contemporary debates 
about endogamous and exogamous marriage patterns. The study of kin-
ship, probably anthropology’s most important and influential subfield in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, was dominated by the theo-
ries of Johann Jakob Bachofen and Lewis Henry Morgan who posited an 
“original” matriarchal and primitive communism that displaced the “bibli-
cal” concept of an antediluvian fundamental family form. However, during 
the 1890s, the problem of the universality of the incest taboo and the 
social dimensions of exogamy were at the forefront of conceptual debates 
in the field (see Tylor 1889; Westermarck 1891; Durkheim 1897).

† We consistently translate the German terms Binnengeld and Aussengeld as 
“inside-money” and “outside-money” instead of “internal” and “external” 
money. The latter terms were already conventionally used to describe the 
source of debts and the source of the money supply for national econ-
omies. Using them would give a false sense of a permanent and spatial 
“externality” or “internality” which would make it difficult to grasp the 
dialectic understanding of Binnen- and Aussengeld, which entails the pos-
sibility that inside-money becomes outside-money or even another soci-
ety’s inside-money. This Schurtzian opposition neither overlaps with the 
well-established distinction between endogenous and exogenous money 
in monetary economics nor with Gurley and Shaw’s distinction of inside 
and outside money (1960; see also Lagos 2010; Wray 2014) which are 
both more concerned with the nature of credit creation.
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chapter 2

The Beginnings of Property 
Measure of Value and Valuable Property 
The Origin of Inside-Money

One cannot conceive of the beginnings and earliest seeds of money with-
in a human community unless personal property has emerged alongside 
an original, all-encompassing communal ownership. Even today, here 
and there, this development has not progressed significantly, and within 
the family, the last form of consanguine solidarity in primitive societies, 
remnants of an ancient communism are still alive, and a sharp deline-
ation of individual property is only partially realized. The study of the 
emergence of private property among indigenous peoples has been, un-
fortunately and undeservedly, neglected, and existing discussions on the 
subject mainly concern property rights in land;* these, however, develop 
much later and in entirely different ways than claims of ownership over 
movable goods or living beings. Moreover, one continually encoun-
ters the theoretical error that the individual is primarily and above all 

* Schurtz certainly had Émile de Laveleye in mind whose influential Prim-
itive Property (1878) was translated by Karl Bücher. In contrast to “older 
attempts by Laveleye or the more recent ones by Hildebrandt [and] Op-
penheimer,” Schurtz’s article on the beginnings of land ownership empha-
sizes the diversity and complexity of the empirical situations and proposes 
to “let the facts speak for themselves” instead of committing to static mod-
els of the development of private property (1900c: 248).
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attracted to useful things which he seeks to withdraw from common 
ownership.1 The opposite is true: objects of practical use, and especially 
food, are the last to become indisputable property. In fact, the universally 
prevailing assumption is that everyone has a right to these things and 
those who accumulate them in excess should therefore share them with 
the needy of their tribe without receiving further thanks or compensa-
tion. Whenever members of civilized societies are transferred to simple 
and primitive conditions, such as the first settlers of the jungle or the 
prairie, a kind of communal property that encompasses all practical and 
useful things quickly emerges and only disappears once the option to 
buy food, tools, and the like arises nearby. Attitudes of this kind can be 
found among most indigenous peoples, and the ideals of the Galactoph-
agi of antiquity, in which everything except their weaponry was common 
property,2* still have their parallels today. Drawing on a small sample 
from different parts of the world may suffice.

On the Tonga Islands, according to Mariner’s testimony, everyone 
was allowed to enter any house at mealtime and partake in the meal, and 
nothing aroused the indignant astonishment of some Tongans taken to 
Sydney more than the fact that no one there invited them to a meal.3 
Among the Mongol tribes, all edible items were practically a common 
good, everyone shared what they had with the greatest generosity, while 
other possessions and livestock were only reluctantly given away.4 Ac-
cording to Lichtenstein’s report, anyone could participate in the chief ’s 
meals among the Xhosa, and wherever a cow was slaughtered, it was 
taken for granted that anyone who happened to be in the area could join 
the feast without a special invitation. Endemann reports of the Sotho 
in Transvaal: “This custom is often uncomfortable for the European. If 

* “Galactophagi” is an ethnonym originally used as an epithet by Greek 
writers and means “curd-eaters” as the people designated by it allegedly 
lived on cheese made from mare’s milk. Known since Homer’s Iliad (Hom. 
Il. 13.5) as the Abii, or the “the most righteous of men,” they were regarded 
as “noble savages” in antiquity. It is, however, unclear whether they actually 
existed or were part of the mythical Hyperboreans who were believed to 
populate the edge of the earth. According to Strabo (7.3.7), the Greek 
geographer writing at the beginning of the Roman Empire, they were 
part of the “still present” nomadic Scythians living in the steppes above 
the Black Sea, and did not seek “money-getting but actually possess all 
things in common except sword and drinking-cup,” and conducted trade 
by barter as they “know nothing about storing up food or about peddling 
merchandise either, except the exchange of wares for wares.” 
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he has Sotho workers and they sit down to eat, it is their habit to al-
low anyone passing by to eat with them; they cannot comprehend that 
the employer does not readily want to permit this, because otherwise he 
would incur losses.” Güssfeldt also praises the Loango Africans for their 
willingness to share their food with each other.5 In the custom prevalent 
in the Orient, and even in Spain, of at least formally inviting onlookers 
to partake in a meal, a remnant of this communism is still alive.

One of the most alluring images is how the personality of an indi-
vidual asserts itself, bit by bit, against the overpowering clan and tribal 
community, partly by achieving an internal autonomy of character and 
ideas, and partly by creating a zone of influence around itself and im-
pressing its essence as a stamp on people as well as things in various 
ways. Those objects that individuals affect and reshape with their own will 
are indeed the beginning of their personal property. The shapes of tools and 
weapons, as invented by the human hand, reflect an individual’s inner 
being, they are a part of his essence and therefore belong to him in a 
completely different way than a fruit plucked from a tree, or a hunted 
animal struck down by an arrow. When Röder says, “labour establishes 
between man and the objects which he has transformed a far closer con-
nexion than mere appropriation,” he fails to capture the basic feature of 
the phenomenon, because it is not bare physical labor which is decisive 
as it can also accompany simple appropriation, but rather the mental en-
gagement with the object, which finds its outward expression only when 
form is transformed through physical labor.6 How mystical imaginations 
forge an even tighter bond between humans and their works has been 
incisively pointed out by Karl Bücher. “The product of labour” he says, 
“is, as it were, a part of the person producing it. The man who transfers 
it to another alienates a part of his being and subjects himself to the evil 
powers.”7

Fundamentally, the first thing that a person becomes aware of as per-
sonal property is his own body, and from this it follows that, at the ear-
liest stage, everything meant to alter or adorn the body is also perceived 
as private property. Hair, artfully matted with clay, can certainly not be 
claimed from its owner by any fellow tribe member, but neither can the 
wooden comb, which has been carved out and stays nestled in the hair, 
be easily taken by someone else; anyone desiring it must either politely 
ask for it or decide to reciprocate with a counter-gift. Adornments thus 
become the earliest personal possessions, and this is true not only for or-
naments on one’s body: decorated tools and weapons, created by unique 
tastes and caprice, have property-bestowing powers as well. Ornaments 



An Outline of the Origins of Money

40

can easily turn into proprietary marks, and since they often allude to 
mystical ideas, their owners simultaneously derive an intimate value from 
them, just as jewelry transforms easily into protective or magical amulets. 
If we also consider that quite a few ornaments serve as memories of indi-
vidual heroic deeds in war or hunting, we have a multitude of converging 
motives that explain why the first rights of ownership extended to bodily 
adornments and to weapons and tools decorated by human hands.

In some places, there has been no progress beyond this stage of devel-
opment. Martius says about the natives in Brazil: “With regards to private 
property, similar to our ancestors’ view of a man’s weaponry and a woman’s 
dowry, men keep their weapons and ornaments, while women view their 
jewelry and garments, if they own any, as their own, those are merely 
adornments for them. All other things, hammocks, pottery, flour-making 
tools, and the like, are considered family property.” This is also the case 
elsewhere, and women often know how to defend their rights with great 
determination: a woman from Teste Island (New Guinea) attacked her 
husband with a stick because he had secretly traded away her jewelry to 
the Europeans, and made him hand over the piece of hoop iron he had 
received in return.8 It is particularly intriguing to observe how the prop-
erty of women, generally established more slowly and later than that of 
men, first and often exclusively encompasses adornments, which, bypass-
ing men, are passed down female inheritance lines, regardless of whether 
they are made of the most precious and desired materials that tempt the 
envy of male heirs. Among the Arabs of the Sahara, this custom is so 
common that many women possess considerable assets in the form of 
gold and silver jewelry.9 The same custom is attested to on the Polynesian 
island of Nauru. According to Jung, the “items of worth brought in by 
the woman are her jewelry and other treasures. Upon her death, these 
are always inherited by the eldest daughter, and if there is no daughter in 
the family, these items are buried or sunk into the sea beyond the reef.” 
Petherick reports similar things about the Dinka on the upper Nile.10

What individuals transform for themselves, what they, in other words, 
set aside from the common property by imprinting onto it a part of their 
being, initially holds a specific value for them alone, which entirely de-
pends on the owners’ whims and generally does not correspond to the 
object’s function or utility. Yet, even this capricious appreciation largely 
stems from the influence of tribesmen who, while refraining from claim-
ing these personal possessions, still co-determine their value through 
their judgments. When a young man crafts a piece of shell jewelry, he 
certainly does not aim to delight in it just by himself, but rather seeks to 
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incite the envy of his fellows and the admiration of women, and, if he 
succeeds, the ornament gains a high value for him. However, this val-
ue can suddenly plummet to zero if someone else captivates everyone’s 
attention through a more original design. This is similar to the way in 
which a child clings to a toy one moment and carelessly tosses it aside 
the next, and as we are actually dealing with the products of a playful 
artistic drive, this resemblance is noteworthy.

Especially in its early stages, private property is thus most strongly 
subjected to the judgment of fellow members of the tribe, and so natu-
rally finds itself becoming an object of desire for those who highly es-
teem it. In this way transfers of property are animated. Through gift-giv-
ing, plunder, thievery, or exchange, desired possessions can pass from 
hand to hand, although this does not exactly lead to a well-regulated 
form of profit-oriented exchange. Initially more significant is another ef-
fect of general approval: one might refuse the idea of taking objects from 
their owner in whichever way, but the idea embodied in the ornament or 
instrument is not protected by a patent against copying, and so, as long as 
the necessary materials are available, anyone can recreate the much-de-
sired object in a similar form—the human mimetic drive kicks in. From 
then on, the value of certain possessions is established by the more con-
servative inclinations of the whole tribe, rather than by the fluctuating 
whims of the individual. While some items appear in fleeting fashions 
only to disappear again, others become a stable, or at least only gradually 
changing, custom. The abundance of bodily adornments thus gradual-
ly disaggregates into two large groups: the first encompasses types of 
adornments that are individually or even collectively popular at a given 
moment but are subject to the varying judgments of taste; the second, 
on the other hand, includes the few things that escape the changes of 
fashion and, to some extent, become the fixed insignias of the tribe. This 
latter type forms the foundation of inside-money, as its long-lasting and 
uniform appreciation makes it suitable to act as a measure of value.

Once this foundation has been laid, the concept of wealth begins to 
develop. In completely primitive circumstances, an individual can nei-
ther acquire land nor will he profit from accumulating food supplies and 
other useful objects. In contrast, amassing ornamental objects has no 
boundaries, particularly among sedentary tribes who are not compelled 
to carry their property around. Due to these objects’ material nature, the 
tendency to continuously amass them can barely be kept within reason-
able limits. Everyone avoids senselessly hoarding food that cannot be 
entirely consumed and ultimately goes to waste. In contrast, adornments 
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persist indefinitely, and the prospect of covering oneself with one piece 
today and another tomorrow opens unlimited and enticing prospects for 
the future. Nothing else is needed to activate the hoarding drive, whose 
irresistible power also manifests in innumerable other phenomena and 
plays a profoundly significant role in the development of money.11

Once some types of adornment are widely appreciated, the potential 
opens to purchase the goodwill and assistance of others through the gift-
ing of such things. This will initially occur only occasionally and in an 
unsystematic manner, but the tribe’s social conditions will soon lead to 
a livelier and more regular exchange. Almost everywhere, the custom of 
purchasing brides emerges as female children are viewed as the property 
of their parents and are then only given away in exchange for other pri-
vate property; even more important is the emergence of taxes.

In primitive conditions, the chief, who often recedes into the back-
ground in times of peace, generally can claim only minimal or no reve-
nues; at most he might receive a special piece of the hunting bounty, and 
general provision is made for his sustenance, but one cannot speak of 
taxes in the proper sense.12 Such conditions can still be observed today, 
or have only been imperfectly eliminated. Chiefs in Liberia’s hinterland 
can only levy taxes in the event of war,13 whereas in northeastern Africa 
voluntary donations are often gathered only when the chief needs mon-
ey.14 Among Brazilian natives, chiefs receive neither tributes nor gifts 
but only a larger share of the war loot.15 The conflict between power 
and justice occasionally leads to the unfortunate customs of the ruler 
carrying out raiding expeditions within his own territory to replenish his 
coffers16 or keeping thieves in his entourage who steal on his behalf.17 In 
Tahiti, the king’s servants would ruthlessly plunder the people if taxes, 
the amount of which was not predetermined and which could be better 
described as gifts, were insufficient, and the king could simply confiscate 
trade goods exchanged with Europeans. In stark contrast, in the king-
dom of the Luba lord Kalamba,* tax collection was not much more than 
some form of organized begging.18

Almost everywhere, the goal of bringing a portion of the possessions 
amassed by private individuals into the hands of chiefs is achieved indi-
rectly, usually in the form of monetary fines, which in this sense are the 

* Kalamba Mukenge (b. Mukenge-A-Tunsele) was a “Kalamba” (great chief, 
“big man”) of the Bena Kashiya clan of the Luba people in the valley of 
the central Lulua River on the middle Kasai, an affluent of the Congo 
river (Fabian 2000: 164–66; Ngalamulume 2011).
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beginning or at least the trigger for actual taxation. As soon as consider-
able private ownership was established, it became possible to avoid phys-
ical punishment by surrendering assets, a path that met little resistance 
because of several factors. Firstly, a more precise gradation and weighing 
of penalties was now possible, which was inevitable anyhow for more 
civilized cultures; secondarily, the damaged party could be offered an ac-
tual compensation instead of a mere quenching of his thirst for revenge; 
and lastly, the chief, called upon as judge, was able to appropriate a part 
of the fine as a fee for his efforts or, if there was no injured party, could 
pocket the fine without further ado. This is how, in many cases, the first 
income streams of the chief develop, which often also remain his only 
ones.19 It is quite natural that the entire judicial process therefore often 
seems to be geared towards extorting as much as possible from the dis-
puting parties. At the same time the prestige of the adjudicating chief is 
promoted, the habit of keeping his good favor by regular gifting becomes 
common, and, mediated by this customary law, real taxation of the entire 
populace is gradually established. All generally and permanently appre-
ciated possessions naturally present themselves as means of payment, 
which now in their new use truly deserve the label of “money.” Where 
no external relations come into play, money is still principally used for 
the payment of fines, as Semper, for example, explicitly confirms for the 
peculiar inside-money of the Palau Islands,20 where every kind of pay-
ment is still simply referred to as a “fine.”21 Even among more advanced 
societies, monetary fines serve as a regular source of income; a large part 
of the revenue of the Vandal kings in North Africa flowed from the fines 
that the majority of their subjects, staunchly Catholic, had to pay to their 
Arius-following rulers,* and indeed this exploitation of the Catholics 
became a royal prerogative.22

Fines, taxes, and frequent gifts render certain private possessions 
transactable, transforming them into a social power that shapes the 
whole inner life of the tribe. Deeply entrenched customs and practices 
succumb to this new power, and rigid forms become more flexible under 
its effect; not only can the criminal who violates laws and mores evade 
what would otherwise be inevitable annihilation, on some Polynesian 

* Followers of a theological doctrine known as Arianism, proposed by Ar-
ius, a Christian presbyter from Alexandria in the early fourth century, 
that influenced some Germanic tribes, like the Vandals. One of the main 
propositions of Arianism was the belief that Jesus, though divine, was not 
equal to God.
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islands, a frightened mother can use money to save the life of a superflu-
ous child who, by ancient custom, was destined to die.23 Power relations 
within the tribe begin to shift; apart from the chief, other characters step 
up whose services have to be purchased through payments, notably the 
priest or sorcerer who heals diseases, summons the rain, or foretells the 
future; the father of a beautiful daughter now only parts with that valua-
ble possession in return for a corresponding compensation; and the more 
ancient communism fades away, the more numerous become the services 
and things that can only be had for money. It is primarily money that 
destroys communism; everyone is forced to raise money for unavoidable 
payments, and as not everyone will be able to produce their own mon-
ey—which is made outright impossible anyhow with advancing devel-
opments—individuals must more and more withdraw their labor and its 
fruits from common ownership and demand monetary compensation for 
services they provide to others. This creates a circulation of inside-money 
within the tribe, even though it cannot be used in outward transactions 
with other tribes.

We encounter typical examples of inside-money especially in Mela-
nesia and Micronesia. The numerous varieties of Melanesian shell-mon-
ey belong to this category, as do the peculiar types of money on the 
Carolines, which do not serve external trade but are exclusively used on 
certain islands. Kubary reports on their social significance: “The need to 
earn a living makes money indispensable to us, but the islanders have 
no need for money as all are self-sufficient. The arts and industry have 
not yet differentiated much among this people and are still possessed 
by the entire community, so luxury goods are unknown here. And yet, 
money plays a pivotal role in the life of the inhabitants. Conceived as an 
animal, man has enough here for sustenance, but if he wants to have a 
wife, found a family, be a member of a state, he must possess money. The 
existence of a community as a political state relies on the money owned 
by the heads of the families. The relations of exogamous marriage can 
only be maintained through a sustained exchange of goods or money. In 
reality, the seemingly carefree son of nature has far more worries than 
an industrious worker among us, who, once he has fulfilled his duties to 
the state, is his own master and only has to provide for his own family.”24

In Melanesia admission into secret societies, which enhances one’s 
social status, must, moreover, be bought with money,25* and it is quite 

* Schurtz is alluding to the “Suqe club” or graded male society on the Banks 
Islands in Vanuatu and variants of the Dukduk secret society on various 
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understandable that through such manifold coercive situations, which 
occasionally make obtaining money a necessity, a substantial dominance 
of the wealthy over the poor emerges, which, in places, is recklessly ex-
ploited. The poor must borrow and become dependent on their creditors. 
The idea that, just as for the rendering of any other service, compen-
sation is to be paid for the lending of money suggests itself, and even 
among tribes whose internal monetary relations have developed relative-
ly unaffected by external trade, specific interest payments must be paid 
by debtors. Practices of this kind are found on the Palau Islands,26 as well 
as in the Bismarck Archipelago,27 and on some of the Solomon Islands 
the unfortunate practice is present that a wealthy man can force others 
to borrow money from him, thereby bringing them under his sway.28 In 
such cases, where the corrective effect of outside-money is missing, in-
terest rates are often absurdly high. On the island of Nias, debt doubles 
annually, and it happens that members of an entire family become slaves 
for the initial debt of a single piece of brass wire.29

As money became more important and social standing increasingly 
depended on possessing greater wealth, it made less and less sense that 
the production of money took place within the tribe. As long as every-
one was able to produce money in any desired quantity, the powerful 
position of wealthy men and chiefs could easily be undermined and the 
social structure of society upset. This was somehow bearable if the circu-
lating medium was difficult to produce, like the diwara of the Bismarck 
Archipelago, the bulk of which originated in ancient times and has only 
insignificantly increased.30 However, regarding many Melanesian shell 
monies we encounter a striking fact: in regions where the shells are 
found and manufactured into currency disks, this money is not used for 
transactions, but is instead exported as merchandise to neighboring areas 
and only put into circulation there. This phenomenon is well attested 
for on the Solomon Islands.31 In Igbo areas along the Niger river, where 
cowrie shells are not accepted as payment, people engage in threading 
perforated cowries onto strings which are then exported to Bonny, where 
they circulate as money.32 On the Caroline Islands, however, the prevail-
ing currency is an ancient money of unknown origin that no one can 
replicate anymore.

islands of the Bismarck Archipelago (see also Schurtz 1902a: 334–38, 
369–77). Dues were paid with diwarra or diwara on the Duke of York 
Islands, also called tabu or tambu by the Tolai of neighboring New Britain. 
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chapter 3

Forms of Inside-Money

The defining traits of inside-money are its durability and the general 
appreciation it enjoys, which enable the accumulation of wealth. It does 
not need to be light in weight or generally useful. The first is unnecessary 
because the area where it circulates is limited, making its transport across 
long distances superfluous; the second is not necessary either, because its 
selection is frequently a matter of caprice and taste rather than practical 
reason. We can observe, therefore, grotesque excesses of inside-money, 
such as the curious stone-money of the Caroline Islands, which consists 
of hundredweight millstone-like pieces of aragonite that are brought 
over from the Palau Islands by way of daring oversea trips.1 Finsch is 
probably correct in seeing them as colossal replicas of the small shell 
disks used as a circulating medium.2 Despite having no practical use and 
rarely changing hands, these gigantic stones, especially the larger ones, 
are an embodiment of wealth and power; owning them confers a prestige 
that is unreservedly acknowledged by all.

When ancient communities of ownership* break down, all sorts of 
things that have real or imagined value can become “money” in a similar 

* Often translated as “community of goods” or “community of property,” 
Gütergemeinschaft also refers to the sharing of material possessions by 
members of the early Church alluded to in the New Testament. It was 
a key term in the emerging secular socialism of the nineteenth century, 
made popular especially by Moses Hess (2004: 65) who defines it as the 
“communal ownership in all goods, internal as well as external, where the 
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way, insofar as power and prestige can be amassed and stored with and 
through them. In former times, before European trade directly en-
croached upon them, many African chiefs collected enormous amounts 
of ivory, without using it for any other purpose.3 In Borneo, the Dayak 
regard antique Chinese porcelain pots, which are still sacred due to their 
relation to the cult of the dead, as the ultimate wealth.4 In certain areas 
of Indochina and the Malay Archipelago, old bronze drums, possibly of 
Chinese origin,5 step into this role, as also do, in other parts of the Ar-
chipelago, bronze cannons.6

All these partially or completely imaginary values,* which we can, 
in a sense, already call inside-money, are preceded by living monetary 
property, embodied in livestock and slaves. While the wealth invested 
in inside-money can easily lose its value as soon as a livelier economic 
life brings new ideas to a place and, as we will see below, remodels the 
nature of money decisively, the value of livestock and slaves, being fun-
damentally real, remains unshaken by such influences. More than any-
thing, living beings are a directly interest-yielding and self-reproducing 
form of capital; the cattle’s milk and the slaves’ labor relieve the owner of 
the worries about his daily subsistence, and as long as there is sufficient 
grazing land and no outbreak of diseases, there are no limits to the mul-
tiplication of the livestock and thus the growth of wealth. Under certain 
conditions, the number of slaves can increase even more, as it does not 
necessarily have to be in proportion to the available arable land farmed 
by slaves; the use of large numbers of slaves in manufacturing and trade 
is quite common in less civilized countries. A chief from Nyangwe, along 
the upper Congo, opined to Cameron, in a naive but appropriate way, 
that it would be more prudent to deposit his trading profits in slaves 
than in ornament-money.7 He explained that if he were to bring cowrie 
shells home, his wives would take them to adorn themselves, leaving 
him empty-handed; slaves, on the other hand, could be put to use im-
mediately and would not lie idle, while the cowries would not yield any 
returns until he exchanged them for slaves.

treasures of society are open to all and nothing is tied to a person as ex-
clusive property.”

* Schurtz most often employs the term Wert, meaning “value,” and the plu-
ral Werte, to describe something of worth, such as an asset, money, or other 
valued possessions. Given the nuanced nature of the term, depending on 
the context, we have sometimes translated it as “values,” “assets,” “valua-
bles,” “objects of value,” or “symbols of value.”
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In the earliest periods of classical antiquity, we also find cattle and 
sheep serving as measures of value and wealth, as an inside-money in the 
proper sense, and they certainly also held some significance as a means 
of exchange, because they were widely appreciated. However, as should 
be clear from what has been laid out so far, it would be unjustified, based 
solely on this isolated fact, to place cattle-money at the beginning of the 
entire process. The cattle wealth of certain African tribes, like the Herero 
or the Dinka, developed even more starkly as inside-money, as they ap-
pear to be entirely inaccessible to trade; even recently, Emin Pasha felt 
obliged to resort to raids to secure necessary food supplies for his troops, 
as the natives were unwilling to part with their cattle at any price.8 In 
contrast, the few available cattle among the Kru, which form an indispen-
sable part of bride payments, constantly change owners and locations.9

While inside-money, due to its quality as a valuable property,* often 
appears in a static and unwieldy form, it is, as a measure of value, inti-
mately related to the beginnings of measures and weights. It frequently 
catalyzes the creation of actual systems of measure and weight and likely 
contributes to the linguistic expansion of the numerical sequence. In 
present-day China, precious metals are almost always weighed, compa-
rable to how gold circulated in unminted form in ancient Rome long 
after the introduction of silver currency.10 On the other hand, the coins 
of civilized nations also supply certain tribes with a weight unit, such as 
in the well-known case of the Maria Theresa thaler which functions as 
the standard weight in Abyssinia.11 A national coin that simultaneously 
represents a weight unit is the Thai and Burmese tical,12 and the same 
holds for the shekel of the ancient Hebrews. Shell-money threaded on 
strings, on the other hand, necessitates the creation of a unit of length, 
a measure that some native Californians even tattoo onto their arm for 
permanent use.13 More often, the arm itself is chosen as the scale, and 
it is very likely that the Californian measurement developed out of this 
imperfect one.14 The method of measuring cloth used as money by the 
length of the forearm is still found, among other places, all over Ger-
man East Africa. Even surface area units, whose origins overlap with the 

* We translated the complex term Wertbesitz as “valuable property” in most 
instances. It conveys the idea of “owned value” and relates to the concept of 
the hoard, yet we avoided “owned value” as it seemed too opaque. Conven-
tional economic terms like “asset” or “store of value” appeared too modern. 
As its value is primarily contingent upon collective sentiments and dy-
namics, nor does Wertbesitz align with the idea of “personal possessions.”
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emerging division of land, are required where mats, furs, and blankets of 
specific sizes serve as measures of value.

Yet greater ingenuity becomes necessary when different measures of 
value coexist, and the complexities associated with multiple currencies 
begin to manifest themselves. Indeed, the persistent fluctuations in the 
value ratio of the two primary types of livestock-money, cattle and sheep, 
caused their replacement with metal currency in both Greece and Rome, 
initially a simple copper currency in Rome. However, because the most 
problematic fluctuations only occur once the money supply increases un-
evenly or decreases through external trade, we will postpone the discus-
sion of these conditions for now.

If we look at how the development of inside-money takes shape under 
more or less normal conditions, a few simple principles reveal themselves: 
as the individual’s independence grows in relation to the collective, so do 
claims to personal property, which he does not acquire through mere 
appropriation or through labor in the ordinary sense, but by transform-
ing things according to his moods and tastes, that is, according to his 
deepest being, thereby associating these things with his personality. As a 
uniform appreciation for certain objects gradually establishes itself, these 
are eventually recognized as valuable property and universal measures of 
value. This recognition makes the individual’s property more mobile; he 
can now use it more effectively to prevent imminent threats, to pay for a 
death sentence to be commuted, and to secure the goodwill and support 
of the powerful. As soon as certain people, particularly chiefs and priests, 
begin to pull valuable property towards themselves, social disparities 
develop and intensify,15 while the possibility of breaking through social 
barriers by means of the new instrument of power also arises simulta-
neously. The more the ancient common property dissolves into private 
property, and the further the division of labor advances, the greater and 
more varied becomes the number of possible types of money, including 
those that no longer possess money’s fundamental original peculiarities. 
Certain types of money serve more as valuable property, while others 
more as instruments of power or primarily as measures of value, thereby 
giving rise to all sorts of distinctions. Indeed, differently developed forms 
can exist side by side. Inside-money, in its typical form, is therefore not yet 
a means of exchange analogous to that of contemporary civilizations, since the 
ability to circulate easily, thus its usability for trade, is not among its essential 
features. However, in essence and in practice, inside-money already closely 
resembles our money, or, to put it more precisely, it constitutes the primary root 
of our culture’s monetary system.
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chapter 4

Sign-Money

Inside-money can perform its essential social functions even when it is 
too bulky, too precious, or too fragile to change hands frequently; but this 
immovability can, when taken to the extreme, prove to be cumbersome. 
In any case, the hoarding drive invariably brings huge amounts of money 
to a standstill and withdraws it from economic life, and this tendency, 
peculiar to and quite consistent with the nature of inside-money as an 
instrument of social power, often persists in the case of coined metal, 
resulting in an undesirable and nearly unresolvable chronic shortage of 
circulating coins. In South Asia, a significant percentage of circulating 
silver-money disappears annually, often because amounts of money that 
had been buried can no longer be located after the owner’s death and are 
rediscovered only sporadically by chance; in Persia, a chronic shortage of 
small change is partially caused by similar reasons and partially because 
the Shah aims to accumulate as much metal currency in his treasury as 
possible.1 Similarly, all cash ended up in the state treasury or was buried 
by its owners in Korea.2 Even cowrie shells in Africa, despite their low 
value, have been buried and thereby withdrawn from circulation.3 

Agreed upon valuables might become unsuitable for the smaller so-
cial tasks of everyday life. This shortcoming can be remedied in several 
ways, primarily by the emergence of smaller, less valuable types of money 
alongside the larger, more precious ones, which are then used for minor 
purposes, while the more unwieldy money is only mobilized on particu-
larly significant occasions. The situation on the Caroline Islands offers a 
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fascinating illustration of such a process, grounded in the principles of 
inside-money, which has been detailed extensively in Kubary’s already 
mentioned work. The most valuable money on the island of Yap is the 
gau, a type of shell-money, which only changes its owner in the case of 
war and is kept as the highest treasure by the chiefs not because of its 
weight but because of its age, and because it was introduced in limit-
ed quantities from distant islands via a trade route that has long since 
vanished. It is followed in value by the already mentioned stone-money, 
originating from Palau, and available in pieces of varying sizes; a captain 
called O’Keefe, who brought numerous, unusually large blocks of Arag-
onite to Yap on his ship, amassed a fortune in this manner, while the val-
ue of the smaller stone-money of course declined significantly. The third 
type of money there and the actual small change are mother-of-pearl 
shells, which are strung on threads and considered the money of wom-
en. Larger pieces of mother-of-pearl shells imported from outside are 
deemed more valuable than the local ones and only chiefs are permitted 
to own them—an interesting example of how the nature of inside-mon-
ey always accentuates social differences. All minor payments are settled 
with mother-of-pearl money, and it can be added to stone-money in 
the manner of small change;* for instance, a pig costs a small piece of 
stone-money and twenty mother-of-pearl shells.

The emergence of smaller types of money, suitable for circulation, is 
significantly driven and favored by external trade, as will be seen below. 
However, even within the tribe, there was the possibility of bringing 
about a more rapid turnover of otherwise stagnant wealth, at least to 
some degree, through the introduction of sign-money.†

Sign-money, seemingly epitomized in its most ideal form by our 
banknotes, is commonly considered an achievement of the most civi-
lized societies. Yet, if we interpret the concept of sign-money not too 

* We translated Scheidemünze as “small change” or “small coin.” The term 
is difficult to translate as it refers to a kind of “fiat token coin,” typically 
low-denomination coins whose nominal value is above their metal value 
and which were not easily convertible to gold coins or redeemable notes. 
Scheidemünzen were usually used for smaller purchases in internal markets 
and opposed to Kurantmünzen, whose nominal value corresponds to the 
precious metal value of the coin.

† We translated Zeichengeld as “sign-money” instead of “token-money.” 
Schurtz conceptually redefined and broadened the geographic applica-
bility of the term which usually only referred to European paper financial 
instruments in the nineteenth-century literature on economic history.
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narrowly, this is totally incorrect. At its core, even inside-money in its 
simple ornamental form, is not much more than a recognized symbol of 
value that fulfills its purpose within a specific community but remains 
ineffective outside of it. Let us imagine that a tribe using shell-money is 
conquered and wiped out by another tribe that values cloths and pearls 
as measures of value: the shell-money treasures, so highly esteemed by its 
former owners, would likely not be noticed by the conquerors, much less 
be appreciated in the same way. A European would probably throw the 
precious money of the Palau Islands, which consists of pieces of old glass 
and pearls, onto a rubbish heap if it were handed over to him without 
further explanation; the Palau Islander of past times, who stood out-
side our cultural sphere, might have treated European coins in a similar 
manner or possibly kept them as curiosities. Insofar as the value of all 
inside-money is based upon arbitrary appreciations which are only ac-
cepted because they became solid and fixed over time, it is not at all 
inconceivable that even purely imagined values could fulfill the role of 
inside-money within specific communities.

To understand the nature and efficacy of sign-money, one must re-
call the gambling chips of Europe’s civilized nations. A group of indi-
viduals, who trust each other’s integrity and solvency, agree to forego 
cumbersome payments during a game and instead use tokens which are 
redeemed at the end of the game. In a society where a passion for gam-
bling is particularly intense, tokens of this kind can even take the place 
of real coins; in Indochina, porcelain, lacquer, and clay tokens issued by 
Chinese gambling dens often serve as small change in local transactions, 
providing makeshift substitutes for scarce coins.4 

Other kinds of sign-money have also been successful, such as the 
coin-like coupons issued by numerous South American horse-drawn bus 
companies, that resemble gutta-percha,5 or our postage stamps, which 
were issued for a distinct purpose, but have come to serve as a popular 
means of payment. It is possible that certain prehistoric shards, which 
were discovered here and there in larger quantities and have often been 
considered money due to their uniform size,6 might have actually been 
gambling chips that were temporarily used as coins. 

It is obvious that the subjective value of sign-money depends on trust 
alone. If an entire tribe agrees to regard this or that object as a means of 
payment and if everyone is willing to accept it at its fixed value, it will 
circulate as a true and proper money. The term “agree” is chosen merely 
for the sake of brevity, as the process is typically less simple, although the 
result remains the same. If a chief or lord wields the necessary influence, 
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he can arbitrarily create new means of payment to alleviate a shortage of 
small change. The history of Russia provides a very fine example. Instead 
of the impractical fur-money circulating throughout the empire, tsars of 
the earlier ages issued small, stamped pieces of the scalp of those animals 
whose furs were then stockpiled at the tsar’s court and used for interna-
tional trade alone. The attempt was extremely successful because confi-
dence in the ruler was boundless, the objects of value represented by this 
sign-fur-money were in fact available, and trading with foreign countries, 
which would obviously not have scraps of leather foisted upon them, had 
little impact on the daily life of the people. When an enormous mass 
of furs had accumulated in the “Siberian Chancellery” in Moscow, the 
opening of trade with China in 1698 provided relief, and as furs flooded 
into China, so many Chinese products and commodities flowed back 
into Russia in return that Empress Anna, in the absence of cash, paid 
the salaries of her officials and officers with these commodities.7 Perhaps 
inspired by this precedent, the Russian government later endeavored to 
withdraw all silver-money and replace it with copper sign-money twice, 
but both times this resulted in a catastrophic destabilization of Russian 
credit and commerce. Russia was no longer an isolated state that could 
rely on a pure inside-money of a symbolic kind; it was a part of Europe 
and influenced by Western European ideas about money. Sweden’s at-
tempt to alleviate its depleted finances by issuing sign-money failed in 
a similar way.8 In England, it appears that leather sign-money survived 
well into the Middle Ages, and in Sicily, the Norman King William I at-
tempted to withdraw all cash from circulation and replace it with leather 
coins in 1161, apparently not without success.*

The Russian leather-money is also noteworthy because it might offer 
advice on how to interpret older, enigmatic cases of leather sign-money, 
such as those of the Britons, Scandinavians, and others. If these types 
of leather sign-money did not also represent convenient substitutes for 
animal furs, they may have symbolized living livestock. Somewhat relat-
ed is the practice of a Chinese emperor who, in return for gifts from his 
vassals, distributed small pieces of white deer hide instead of real money; 

* This historical episode seems apocryphal and first appears in a text from 
the sixteenth century. Contemporaries of King William “the Bad” did not 
mention his attempt to replace the Sicilian taris coins with leather curren-
cy, suggesting the story might be borrowed from an ancient myth about 
Dionysius I of Syracuse, often labeled a “tyrant” (Grierson et al. 1986: 
127).
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he kept a large number of these animals in his zoological garden.9 The 
mysterious Carthaginian sign-money, made up of an unidentified fabric 
sewn into leather, on the other hand, might have had a different meaning 
and could have initially belonged to the types of “sacred” money to which 
we will return later.

As a very interesting transitional link, the cacao-money of the ancient 
Mexicans10 makes the change from real to intrinsically valueless money 
palpable. Among the varieties of cacao, one had especially large kernels 
that produced the least appreciated cacao, which was only occasionally 
consumed. But interestingly it was precisely this variety that circulated 
as money while varieties of higher quality were considered commodities! 
A part of the value attributed to cacao-money was, therefore, already 
imaginary.

The simplest and most recognizable forms of sign-money generally 
arise from those types of money that have a practical purpose. Once 
the circulating monetary medium no longer meets its original purpose, 
it becomes a mere symbol of the actual fundamental value and thereby 
turns into sign-money. Fabrics seem most likely to undergo this trans-
formation. The strips of cotton cloth circulating as money in the central 
Sahel are often so narrow that they cannot be reused in any useful way. 
In ancient Bohemia, pieces of cloth, impractical due to their loose weave, 
circulated as money,11 and the small mats, which were in circulation in 
the lower Congo, and, bearing the government’s stamp, even served as a 
general means of payment during the Portuguese era,12 have been rightly 
labeled a form of paper-money by Klemm.13* The same is true for the 
mat-money in the northern New Hebrides, about which Codrington 
reports: “The mats are long and narrow, made for no other purpose than 
to represent value, and are in Aurora and Lepers’ Island valued the more, 
the more ancient and black they are …. The mats are kept in little houses 
specially built for them, in which a fire is kept always burning to blacken 
them. Though these mats will buy anything of sufficient value to equal 
a mat, they are mostly used for buying the steps in the Suqe Club …. A 

* The raffia mat-money used in the kingdoms of Loango and Congo was 
known as macute or macoute. It was frequently cited as an example of 
“primitive money” by Enlightenment political economists and philoso-
phers such as Kant and Montesquieu. James Steuart (1767: 531), for in-
stance, refers to it as “Angola money” and used it to illustrate his concept 
of the “money of account,” though, in reality, the mat-money had varying 
denominations and fluctuating exchange rates. 



An Outline of the Origins of Money

56

rich man will keep fifty mats and more in his house, hung up and decay-
ing, a proof of ancient wealth.” Coote, who also describes the mat-mon-
ey, has pictures of the above-mentioned smokehouses, and notes that a 
high-quality mat of this kind corresponds to the value of a full-grown 
boar along with its highly appreciated tusks.14 Here we may have the 
most typical example of a primitive sign-money, which neither embodies 
a practical nor, as it is the case with adornments, a subjective value. Yet, it 
still performs all the tasks of a proper money, being a measure of value, a 
medium of exchange, and an embodiment of wealth.

In curious ways a kind of sign-money can even implant itself in 
relatively civilized circumstances, which emphasizes the already semi-
blurred distinction between inside- and outside-money again more 
sharply. The full-value gold and silver coins from the South American 
republics, particularly from Peru, had been flowing out for a long time 
as a result of these republics’ negative trade balance, and, in their place, 
inferior Bolivian silver coins unfit for foreign trade spread widely until 
they had almost become a mere inside-money.15 This phenomenon is 
even more pronounced with the paper-money of states that are partially 
or fully bankrupt; such money always continues to circulate longest in 
the country’s small retail transactions, which unavoidably require small 
change. This was observed, among other instances, after the large finan-
cial crash in Peru* where, in the absence of a better alternative, utterly 
devalued paper-money continued to circulate in petty market trades.16 In 
difficult times, small-scale commerce even comes up with its own sym-
bols of value that circulate within a limited area and adequately fulfill 
their intended function, as has recently been the case in Jerusalem where 
the bons† of Jewish butchers and bakers as well as the brass tokens from 
a guesthouse owner circulated as money.17

These types of sign-money rarely cause significant disruptions in a 
society’s internal economic life; these tend to occur when a lord or chief 
introduces a sign-money clearly intending to replace circulating assets 
with his newly created money. The result is, of course, that all assets flow 
into the hands of the ruler, and if this process is further exacerbated by 

* The 1873 financial crash in Peru is often considered one of the nineteenth 
century’s most severe episodes of hyperinflation and state bankruptcy.

† The source, cited by Schurtz (Guthe 1882: 31), describes the bons or cou-
pons as palm-sized paper slips bearing the Arabic numerals 10, 20, and 40 
and the butcher’s name in Hebrew. They were redeemable for meat, bread, 
and milk but “everyone gladly accepts them for cash at the souk.”
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the ruler making all his payments in sign-money, while demanding taxes 
to be paid in real types of money, then the most profound destabilization 
in the daily life of people is inevitable. As soon as real money is removed 
from economic life, international trade becomes extremely difficult and 
only possible in the form of barter; some remedy is introduced when 
the ruler claims a monopoly on foreign trade, thereby also drawing all 
the profits to himself. This approach consolidates the entire economic 
power of the people in the ruler’s hands, certainly a very desirable sit-
uation for the ruler but only bearable for the people if they can meet 
their economic needs independently. Isolation from the outside world 
is both a precondition and an effect of primitive sign-money, which, by 
possessing this trait, proves that it is an extreme form of inside-money. 
On a grand scale, Kublai Khan, the ruler of the Mongolian empire, drove 
out metal-money with sign-money, specifically stamped pieces of paper, 
evidently following the Chinese example; Marco Polo’s accounts indi-
cate that the endeavor must have temporarily succeeded only because 
of the tremendous power and authority of the ruler, with the result of 
a vast accumulation of gold and silver in the Khan’s residence.18 Given 
the colossal size of the Mongolian empire, nearly all trade was internal 
trade and remained undisturbed by paper-money as long as its value was 
maintained by trust in the ruler’s power. However, it appears that in the 
border areas engaging in foreign trade, this sign-money did not gain a 
foothold and was eventually completely withdrawn.
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chapter 5

Sacred Money

The argument thus far has sufficiently demonstrated that those objects 
which first differentiate themselves from others as property and subse-
quently as money do not possess a real and universally accepted inherent 
value, and that this value, if it is present, is a mere secondary aspect along-
side a purely subjective valuation. The first and main cause of this sub-
jective valuation, namely the transfer of someone’s own essence into an 
object through artistic transformation in the broadest sense, has already 
been described. However, as the concept of money continues to develop, 
numerous other supplementary sources of value appreciation occur, leav-
ing aside humanity’s always active mimetic drive or herd instinct.

An object can be valued higher than others and eventually acquire 
the characteristics of a typical inside-money simply because it is rare 
and difficult, perhaps even dangerous, to obtain. For instance, the teeth 
of the sperm whale, which was rarely hunted successfully, served as a 
measure of value and a peace symbol in Fiji that chiefs used to send to 
each other;1 they also circulate as money on the Gilbert Islands.2* Sim-
ilarly, almost circularly curved boar tusks are highly valued and used as 
a means of payment in German New Guinea;3 the red-feathered scalp 

* Parkinson, a well-known German trader and ethnographer, whom Schurtz 
cites here, mentions the use of dolphin, not whale teeth. There is no direct 
English translation available, though a similar portrayal of the Gilbert 
Islands in Kiribati can be found in Parkinson’s compiled work published 
in 1907 and recently translated (2010: 186).
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of a woodpecker circulates among the Karuk, a Native American tribe 
in California;4 and animal skulls, preserved as hunting trophies, are used 
among the Mishmi in Assam as both valuable property and money, fa-
cilitating trade with neighboring tribes.5

Occasionally, the entire money supply originates from an earlier time, 
as is the case with the currency of the Palau Islands,6 or the age of indi-
vidual pieces enhances their value, as we saw with the mat-money of the 
New Hebrides. While this shrouds the origin of money in mysterious 
darkness, it allows the imagination to play around with mythological 
fabrications, which in turn contribute to the extraordinary increase in 
the value of the circulating monetary instruments. The old shard-money 
of the Palau Islands, for instance, is believed to be of celestial origin,7 
produced by mythical birds and fish or found on the shores of mysteri-
ous islands; when exchanging particularly valued pieces, a premium must 
be paid to “appease the money’s feelings,” which is believed to possess a 
spirit.8 Similarly, a mythical origin is attributed to the abalone shells of 
Northwest America.9

Yet, this is only one, comparatively infrequent, path by which money 
attains mystical attributes; another one leads directly back to money’s 
simplest original form: ornamentation. Many objects worn as jewelry 
serve also as protective amulets, warding off all sorts of malevolent influ-
ences, especially the teeth, claws, and beaks of animals, strangely shaped 
roots and stones, mirrors, and the like. Other ornaments are supposed 
to have a calming effect on the ghostly beings that threaten humans be-
cause of their beautiful appearance or are believed to encapsulate a pro-
tective spirit within them.10 Such ideas are often expressed in the deco-
rative style of various objects. Shells, which stand out among primitive 
jewelry and money, are also used as amulets, especially in South Asia.11 
This valuation might stem from the resemblance of certain shells and 
snails to horns, as the latter are popular objects used to defend oneself 
against malevolent influences. Even the best-known money shell, Cyp-
raea moneta, appears to be used as a talisman, as a note by Isert suggests.12 
Lander observed a sorcerer in the Yoruba region who had draped himself 
with an immense mass of cowries, an estimated 20,000 pieces, probably 
not merely for personal adornment but driven by mystical motives.13

It is understandable that while such ornaments, to which different 
mystical beliefs are attached, do not lose their special meaning even 
when they find a more general use as a means of payment,14 certain coins, 
like the well-known Georgstaler, can, conversely, transform into talis-
mans.15 In Mecca, the center of Islam, old Venetian gold coins featuring 
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depictions of Christ and Mark the Evangelist serve as the most popular 
amulets for women,16 and in Tibet, Indian rupees quickly became ver-
nacular partly because the image of Queen Victoria was taken for that 
of the Dalai Lama, which conferred a special mystical value upon the 
coins.17 Thereby, a new impetus for the accumulation of money emerged. 
However, we have to consider yet another cause for the emergence of 
“sacred” types of money, namely the direct or indirect relation of money 
to the dead or to the cult of the dead.

The extent to which concerns about conditions in the afterlife stim-
ulate the acquisition of wealth must be briefly mentioned. On the lower 
Congo, large quantities of mat-money were formerly collected to en-
shroud the bodies of the deceased, turning the corpses of noblemen into 
shapeless bundles;18 in the hinterland of Angola, European cotton fab-
rics are still acquired and hoarded for the same purpose.19 Money that 
is placed into the graves of the deceased is lost for the living, as nobody 
wants to possess it, and even if it is accidentally unearthed, it is deemed 
to be of no value.20 Even the money inherited by relatives is often treated 
with a certain wariness, because the claims of the dead, who are com-
monly imagined to be envious and vengeful, are not to be easily dis-
missed. The New Britain custom of distributing shell-money at festivals 
of the dead in honor of a relative is possibly based on this sentiment;21 at 
least, as will be shown below (chapter 6), there is no shortage of similar 
customs suggesting that donating the deceased’s property is preferable to 
keeping it for oneself. Given that all money that circulates for long has 
at some point in time been in the possession of those now deceased, no-
tions of the uncanny and the magical easily attach themselves to it. Gen-
erally, inherited and precious items from earlier times easily acquire a 
certain sacredness and value far beyond the ordinary; one example is the 
Imperial Regalia of the German emperors without which no coronation 
was deemed truly valid and whose possession was therefore most actively 
strived for by contenders to the throne. Such valuables, which embody 
the dignity of the ruler, are also not unknown among indigenous peoples.

But the cult of the dead itself can even directly create new objects of 
value. The old Chinese porcelain vases, the possession of which is the 
ultimate aim of any Dayak, most likely owe their tremendous esteem to 
the fact that they were used to store the remains of the deceased and are 
now attributed with supernatural powers.22 We are thus dealing with a 
kind of relic worship, also familiar to European civilizations. The remains 
of the dead themselves can also become valuable property and even a 
means of payment through this process. Whether Hernsheim’s isolated 
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statement that the remains of dead noblemen wrapped in mats circulate 
as money on Yap holds any truth may be left aside.23 In any case, the skull 
cult, which directly evolves from ancestor veneration,24 can easily lead to 
the appreciation of amassed skulls as valuable property that can also be 
transacted under certain circumstances. “The possession of heads,” says 
Ling Roth about the northern Dayak, “gives them great consideration 
as warriors and men of wealth, the skulls being prized as the most valu-
able of goods.”25 According to an older report, human skulls did indeed 
serve as money among the Batak.26 The fact that some of the notorious 
captains who long terrorized the South Seas massacred harmless natives 
to use their heads for the purchase of sandalwood may be mentioned as 
demonstrating a genuine business spirit.27

It is not always possible to discern the causes behind the mystical 
value attributed to some types of money, but its frequent presence seems 
undeniable. Old glass beads that are preserved in parts of West Africa 
as testimonies of a former trade are associated with numerous legends 
and superstitious beliefs.28 The peculiar copper plates that are valued to 
the utmost on the northwest coast of America and passed down through 
generations, have a specific cult dedicated to them. Each individual shield 
has its own name and house and receives regular meals. No woman is 
allowed to enter the house. Almost every tribe has a legend about their 
copper plates’ origin; some say someone received them when he visited 
the man on the moon, others that they come from a chief residing in the 
ocean and so on.29 This cult is much less developed among the northern 
tribes.30 Many Melanesian types of money are ambiguously intertwined 
with the concept of tabu or tambu, a concept that likely originates from 
the cult of the dead.31 Shell-money is stored in “tambu houses,” the large 
diwara rings of the New Britons are called tambu alolei, and in New 
Guinea, we find that the word tautau is used for money.32 Sperm whale 
teeth are also called tabua in Fiji, and a “spirit of the whale tooth” is men-
tioned.33 The Northwest American practice of using the corpses of slain 
slaves as bait when fishing for the Dentalium mollusks used as money 
likewise suggests some mystical idea.34*

* Schurtz cites Aurel Krause (1885: 185) for evidence of this practice of us-
ing “the body of a slave especially killed” to serve as “bait.” Krause himself 
refers to an account by a Russian naval officer named Davidof from Ko-
diak Island in Alaska which was originally published in Russian in 1810 
and translated to German in 1818.
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The above-mentioned copper plates also served as a kind of bell, and 
it is plausible that the mysterious sound they emit when struck signif-
icantly contributed to their perceived sacredness. For the same reason, 
Chinese bronze drums may still serve or have served as valuables and 
money in the Philippines, and elsewhere in Indonesia and Indochina.35

Among advanced peoples, money attains a degree of sacredness in a 
completely different way. Just as money was given to the spirits of the 
deceased, valuable things, precious metals, and eventually coined money 
were also sacrificed to the gods. It may be mentioned in passing that 
at times gods are deemed more conservative than humans. In Italy, for 
instance, the raw copper pieces that previously circulated as a means of 
payment were still presented as offerings long after the introduction of 
minted coins.36 Enormous treasures thereby gradually accumulated in 
temples; some, like those at Delphi, eventually succumbed to the inevita-
ble fate of being plundered or carted away by unscrupulous rulers or en-
emies of the state. Even though a portion of these treasures, in the form 
of precious equipment, remained as immovable property within the tem-
ple premises, the priesthood was nonetheless eager to lend their surplus 
to reliable individuals at an appropriate rate of interest, while fairs and 
markets held in the vicinity of these sacred sites further facilitated the 
circulation of the accumulated assets. “The gods were the first capitalists 
in Greece, their temples were the earliest banks,” concludes Curtius, who 
has devoted an intelligent treatise to these issues.37 Notably, the priests of 
Aphrodite Urania, whose temples stood in all trading ports, introduced 
monetary transactions and credit, and they were also the first to stamp 
metal pieces with the image of their goddess, thus giving rise to the be-
ginnings of coinage. Priests of other deities also distributed minted coins 
early on as medals and mementos during competitions, and when the 
state finally regulated the monetary system, it was natural that the tem-
ples continued to serve as mints, and that an aura of the sacred remained 
intrinsic to all processes associated with minting. According to Curtius, 
“all Hellenic money was sacred, and the place of mintage holy ground.” 
And, therefore, even during the time of Alexander the Great, no sover-
eigns were depicted on coins, only the images and symbols of the gods.*

* The beginning of “coinage” remains a complex topic but Herodotus al-
ready proposed the idea that coins were first minted in Lydia, Asia Mi-
nor, during the seventh century bce. These “first” coins were made from 
electrum (an alloy of gold, silver, and copper), and usually contained the 
city’s unique emblems such as the reclining lion of Miletos, but the Lydian 
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What is true of Greece can justifiably be asserted for parts of the Ori-
ent as well, particularly for Phoenicia, which preceded Greece in matters 
of commerce and frequently served as its role model. It can be assumed 
that the money changers, whom Christ, as a defender of a higher world-
view, drove out of the Temple in Jerusalem, had a certain historical right 
to be there: money, trade, and religion had a good relationship with one 
another in antiquity,38 and a glimmer of sacredness even radiated from 
the dirty small coins that wandered from hand to hand in retail transac-
tions or gathered on the money changer’s table.

King Croesus (561–546 bce) was the first to introduce separate gold and 
silver coins (Wallace 1987). Kroll’s article (2008) on the use of weighed 
bullion clarifies the place of metals and other materials not in coin form 
in monetary history (see also Ridgeway 1892; Servet 1984).
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chapter 6

Accumulation of Property by Individuals 
Countermeasures 

Even in places without actual inside-money, all things considered 
self-reproducing or durable types of valuable property can obviously be 
acquired and accumulated by individuals in disproportionate quantities: 
this accumulation of property is precisely one of those seeds from which 
real money evolves. In Polynesia, where an inside-money circulating as 
a means of payment is almost nonexistent, there are still disparities in 
wealth, which manifest not only in the unequal distribution of land but 
also in the fact that the wealthy begin to invest their excess income or 
the surplus created by the labor force they command in specific things, 
particularly in enormous amounts of bark cloth (tapa)1 or in mats which 
are even inherited from generation to generation and valued according 
to their age in Samoa.2 This last aspect already shows the emergence of 
that imaginary valuation so characteristic of proper inside-money: true 
forms of money have a value that does not lie in their practical use, but is 
created and sanctified by provenance; they are, in a sense, the aristocracy 
of possessions. Compared to useful goods, these items confer a differ-
ent kind of influence to those who own them in great quantities. They 
guarantee not just the possibility of a comfortable life, but real power 
and, in some circumstances, something akin to sacredness.3 These instru-
ments of power do not always accumulate in the hands of the leaders of 
the people, the chiefs and lords, or at least, for reasons to be discussed 
shortly, they do not remain with them permanently. This opens a path for 
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others to gain dominance through the ownership of money, particularly 
for the priesthood in whose temples immense treasures often accumu-
late without reentering the transactions of daily life. This is not limited 
to civilized nations. The inhabitants of the small Polynesian island of 
Funafuti, for instance, bring their wealth, beautiful mats and mother-
of-pearl fishing hooks, en masse as offerings to the temple, and all for-
eign valuables that somehow reach the island follow the same route.4 
Similarly, other members of the tribal community are also able to gain 
various forms of influence and undermine the previous social order by 
accumulating money.

Inside-money, in a narrower sense, differentiates itself from other real 
assets primarily because, at least in the realm of imagination, there is no 
barrier to its multiplication, allowing the hoarding drive to unfold its full 
force. Someone gripped by it no longer works to merely sustain his life 
and to make it comfortable, but to acquire.* In just this one word, the 
immense significance of this process for the development of humanity 
is expressed. The fact that the acquisitive sense does not remain confined 
to individuals but is inevitably transmitted to the entire social organism 
is ensured by the social transformation brought about by wealth: every-
one is now compelled to join the competition for property or he will be 
pulled into the vortex created by one of the newly emerging centers of 
power and property, where he will need to work hard to be able to live at 
all. For the property owner, no temporal limit constrains his view on the 
perpetual increase of his wealth; the civilized man hopes that his accu-
mulated riches will ease his children’s existence and allow him to live on 
and enjoy life through them; the primitive man, in contrast, believes that 
he will have access to all the goods given to him in the grave, even in the 
afterlife. Thus, he too knows no bounds to acquisition.

* Erwerben, “to acquire,” is rendered by Talcott Parsons as “profit-making” 
in his translations of Max Weber (1922: 48; 1947: 191). Parsons adds 
that he chose the term “profit-making” because “Weber is here using the 
term in a technical sense as the antithesis of Haushalten or the subsist-
ence household economy. ‘Profit-making’ brings out this specific meaning 
much more clearly.” Parsons thus translates erwerben, Erwerbstätigkeit, 
Erwerbsmittel, as “profit-making,” “profit-making activity,” and “means of 
profit.” On the other hand, Erwerbssinn, Erwerbstrieb, Erwebsstreben, and 
Erwerbsleben have been translated in various editions of Weber’s Protes-
tant Ethic ([1905] 2001: xxi) as “acquisitive sense,” “acquisitive instinct,” 
“the pursuit of wealth,” and “capitalist commerce.”
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It hardly needs saying that this new phase of social existence does 
not meet general approval. If the primordial purpose of the community 
and its members was to keep themselves in balance with surrounding 
nature, and if any labor that went beyond the absolutely necessary was 
voluntary, now the prospect of an endless, essentially enforced, activity 
and toil emerged, which was rooted in and incentivized by the inequali-
ty of anticipated rewards and completely shattered the old communism 
and irretrievably annihilated natural life’s heavenly comforts. Naturally, 
this threatening process was not clearly recognized, it was only intuited, 
and, in full accordance with one of the most important anthropological 
laws, people semiconsciously made use of customs that originally served 
another purpose to counteract the menace. They thereby managed to 
control the excessive accumulation of wealth in many different ways, and 
it is quite instructive to take a look at these methods.

In a way, wealth itself inherently tends towards self-destruction, as it 
often leads to the degeneration of its owners. Many of those who seem 
to have acquired, alongside their wealth, the prospect of infinite pleasure, 
perish miserably in their ill-fated attempt to savor all the pleasures now 
within reach. This applies even more to the descendants of those driven by 
the desire for acquisition. The degeneration and “stupefaction” of noble 
lineages or wealthy merchant families, which is one of the most com-
mon phenomena in Europe, is found in exactly the same way in China, 
where the great fortunes of merchants often vanish into thin air within 
a brief period due to the carelessness and hedonism of their children 
or grandchildren.5 The propensity for gambling, which is not unique to 
many members of civilized societies but also highly developed among, 
for example, the natives of North America and in numerous other prim-
itive societies, contributes to the disintegration of wealth; however, sev-
eral other factors also counteract the accumulation and, especially, the 
inheritance of money.

For once, remnants of the ancient communism remain alive enough 
for a long time to effectively block attempts to amass as many assets as 
possible in a single hand. And in places without an actual system of debt 
and interest, the powerful individual, into whose house the tributes of 
the people flow, has indeed little choice but to “represent” by way of his 
wealth: in other words, to allow the people to participate in his indul-
gences. His gain lies entirely on a moral level, for although the hoarded 
treasures provide him with a certain moral superiority, they only become 
fruitful when he generously distributes them to his friends and followers, 
winning their hearts and thereby establishing real power based on loyal 
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devotion. This view was quite common among the old Germanic tribes: 
the ideal figure for those troops that turned Rome to dust was not the 
chief or king who brooded over his treasures like a dragon, but the gen-
erous army leader who held an open table, gave away treasures to his fol-
lowers eagerly, and tied the fearless and stalwart fellows to himself with 
abundant gifts. Even in the Middle Ages, the most glorified quality of 
the lords, besides bravery in war, was Milte, an inexhaustible generosity, 
and poets like Walther von der Vogelweide never get tired of demanding 
and lauding it. Speaking with high praise of the Landgrave Hermann of 
Thuringia, he says:

In the Landgrave’s service, loyally I stand.
I am always to be found beside the finest lord in the land.
Though other lords display their generosity 
none as steadfastly: he was so and still is.

And the generosity of Leopold of Austria elates him:

One saw the young prince give,
as if he no longer wished to live.
Many marvels were performed with goodness then.*

The Native American tribes of the Missouri Valley held exactly the same 
views: generosity earned respect and power, and the grand gift-giving 
feasts, just as glorious deeds in war, were painted on the cloaks worn 
during ceremonial occasions.6 The rulers of Tahiti also almost spent 
more than they earned; all profit was quickly distributed among their 
followers.7 If mutual jealousy and rivalry come into play as well, the most 
fantastic squandering of possessions develops. Even the destitute Abo-
riginal Australians of Queensland like to distribute gifts to their peers to 
make a name for themselves.8

Generosity is practically an imperative when property consists of 
consumable substances prone to spoilage, but it wanes when durable 

* Walther von der Vogelweide was one of the most renowned Minnesänger, 
medieval German poet-singers who performed romantic songs and comi-
cal praise poetry. There are no available English translations, so these have 
been translated into comprehensible English with a basic rhyme. To fa-
cilitate cross-referencing, we mention the first and last lines of the poems 
in the German original here: “Ich bin des milten lantgraven ingesinde,” and 
“Dâ wart mit guote wunders vil begangen” (Vogelweide 1864: 214, 169).
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types of money embody wealth. The Tongan chief Finow had well un-
derstood this danger when he spoke disparagingly about coined money 
in a conversation with Mariner: it would lead to the piling up of wealth 
“instead of sharing it out, as a chief ought to do.”9 This is reminiscent of 
a scene in Goethe’s satire “Gods, Heroes, and Wieland”:

Hercules: We had the bravest fellows among us.
Wieland: What do you call a brave fellow?
Hercules: One who shares what he has. And the richest is the bravest.*

“Sharing” can even become a duty. Such views are still, for instance, 
dominant among the civilized Kalaallit of West Greenland. “Even if he 
had a faculty for laying up riches,” says Nansen, “which he very seldom 
has, his needier fellows would have the right to enforce a claim upon 
such of his possessions as were not necessary for himself. Thus we find 
in Greenland this unfortunate state of things: that the European immi-
grants, who are in reality supported by the natives, often become rich 
and live in abundance (at any rate, according to the Eskimo ideas), while 
the natives themselves are in want. The Greenlander has not even unre-
stricted rights over the game he himself secures. There have been fixed 
rules from time immemorial according to which it is divided, and there 
are only a few sorts of animals which he can keep pretty well to himself 
and to his family.”10

The communist countermeasures against wealth generally do not en-
dure, and their effect is uncertain. Certain kinds of property seem to fa-
vor greed directly, especially cattle farming, which can literally turn into 
a hoarding addiction. Bülow, for instance, claims that the remarkable 
greed of the Herero can be explained by their excessive appreciation and 
multiplication of livestock.11

Nevertheless, there are additional barriers that counteract the un-
limited accumulation of movable property. A whole set of ideas and 
customs stemming from the cult of the dead leads to the constant 

* Schurtz does not provide a footnote to this line from Goethe’s famous 
comedic play Götter, Helden und Wieland written in 1773. The play trans-
ports the author Christoph Martin Wieland, who represents the estab-
lished literary scene of the German Enlightenment, into the company 
of ancient gods. In the referenced scene, Hercules, a symbol of ancient 
virtues and values, discusses heroism and bravery with Wieland, focusing 
on the deployment of excess (Goethe 1868, 16:170).
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destruction or rendering useless of valuable property, and thereby pre-
vents hoarded wealth from being inherited and growing into a dan-
gerous instrument of power. This later purpose is achieved somewhat 
accidentally and has nothing to do with the original rationale that ulti-
mately relies on the belief that the deceased does not give up his rights 
of ownership but jealously guards over his property to ensure that no 
heir makes use of it. To avoid the wrath of the dead who roam around 
as ghosts, one places their belongings in the grave or on the funeral 
pyre, or leaves a hut with all its contents untouched to decay. Essential-
ly, the intention is to put the accumulated property at the disposal of 
the dead, but as the property is actually eliminated, its threatening so-
cial impact is abolished as well. At times, the sole purpose of a person’s 
profit-making and accumulating activity is to gather sufficient means 
for the journey into the afterlife and for life in the land of souls, and no 
one would consider withholding even the smallest thing from him after 
his death. As an example it may be mentioned that “King” Powhatan 
in Virginia had filled a treasure house with furs, copper, glass beads, 
and so on, but all these treasures were intended to be used solely for 
his burial.12 In some parts of West Africa, the wealthy hoard enormous 
amounts of fabrics; after death, the corpse is wrapped in these until a 
shapeless bale emerges for which a special house must be built.13 In the 
Yoruba region, after the death of a chief, one of his wives destroyed all 
of his valuable property and shell-money and then committed suicide;14 
along the Niger, in Idah, during Lander’s visit, a great sacrilege took 
place when the new chief unearthed the shell-money treasures buried 
with his father (reportedly enough to fill seven to eight houses) and 
used them for himself; the indignation about the son’s abnormal act 
was widespread.15

The actions of the chief of Idah may not have been guided by any 
deeper motives. Nevertheless, it is clear that although the destruction 
of hoarded money and valuable property may mitigate a social danger, 
it also, on one hand, often reduces national wealth in an undesired way 
and, on the other, diminishes the amount of circulating money to an 
inadequate level. Civilized states have therefore felt compelled to legally 
control this practice; a decree by Emperor Theodoric forbade his subjects 
to give money into the graves of the dead,16 and a Japanese law from the 
year 646 ordered that “gold, silver, copper, and iron shall not be placed 
in the grave …. Pearls and gems shall not be put into the mouth; shirts 
made of pearl and armor made of precious stones shall not be put on the 
corpses. All this is done by foolish people.”17
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The destruction of property is not limited to gifts to the dead, whose 
last remnants are the well-known coins for the dead which are generally 
meant to pay the fare for the departed’s passage.18 Equally extraordinary 
are the destruction and squandering of valuable property, particularly 
livestock and food, during those grand festivals of the dead that evolved 
out of sacrifices and are, among some peoples, not only an effective obsta-
cle to the accumulation of wealth but have turned into economic calam-
ities. Even the parsimonious Herero slaughter large amounts of livestock 
without hesitation at the death of a chief,19 and among the Balanta all the 
deceased person’s livestock is immediately killed and consumed.20 These 
festivals of the dead are most developed in the Malay Archipelago, where 
a family is completely ruined in the case of frequent deaths,21 or where (as 
on the Kai Islands) a funeral is often postponed for a long time because 
the necessary and extraordinary means have not yet been raised.22

At times, the destruction of property is circumvented in a peculiar 
way, yet always without letting it fall into one hand alone, thereby effec-
tively preventing the potentially dangerous accumulation of fluids and 
diverting them to individual nodes without causing harm to the social 
organism. This is achieved by having all members of the tribe, and not 
only the descendants, act as heirs, apparently under the assumption that 
the large number of participants confuses the dead person’s vengeful 
feelings or intimidates him; ancient communist ideas are, of course, also 
effective here.

A transition to this idea is illustrated by the custom of the Bubi peo-
ple on Fernando Pó who give the deceased his jewelry but distribute his 
shell-money and other belongings.23 The property of a deceased Inuit is 
a common good.24 The Motu near Port Moresby ceremonially adorn the 
dead with all his jewelry, but take these valuables away from him at the 
last moment and distribute them among those present.25 Generally, the 
distribution of large gifts at festivals of the dead is a custom in many and 
diverse regions; in New Zealand, however, it has degenerated into a kind 
of legal plunder,* which gave rise to very strange effects in the past.26

* Raymond Firth (1929: 126, 394) described the Maori custom of muru as 
a “compensation for offences by the confiscation of property” through “a 
plunder-expedition which stripped the offender of all his goods.” Firth 
notes that European observers often misunderstood muru “as the acme of 
lawlessness” and proposes that, in contrast, it was “regulated by a well-de-
fined code of procedure, and was very useful as an instrument of social 
justice.”
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All these different countermeasures against wealth are often, as al-
ready mentioned, only semiconsciously applied. But at least in one lo-
cation where inside-money is prevalent, namely on the Caroline Islands, 
several such measures are united and adhered to in a conscious way, be-
cause the little money that exists must constantly remain in circulation.27 
Here, the chiefs in whose hands money naturally accumulates are not 
only fined in the same way as everyone else at every suitable opportunity, 
but they must also disburse particularly large amounts which returns the 
money to the public. Within the community, the circulation of money 
is already sufficiently ensured through the numerous dues and penal-
ties to be paid in cases of insults, purchases, diseases, and deaths, but, 
additionally, it is stipulated that no one is allowed to use the objects of 
practical use that he himself produces; instead, he must sell them and 
replace them with purchased ones. All prices are firmly determined by 
convention; in this way inside-money achieves the purpose of maintain-
ing social equilibrium within the community quite well, in stark contrast 
to outside-money, whose unimpeded operation often leads to uneven 
wealth accumulation among individuals. At the same time, this example 
shows in what sense the typical inside-money is only a precursor to Eu-
ropean currency money, without resembling it completely.

While the restrictions on wealth noted so far have developed from 
the actions of the owners or their heirs, the material obstacles that arise 
from the nature of primitive money itself must also be mentioned. First 
of all, the amount of available money is often not significant and its val-
ue not too great; it is thus not even possible to hoard it in dangerously 
large quantities. Furthermore, many types of primitive money do not last 
indefinitely, they are “treasures moth and rust destroy,”* such as the old 
mats in Melanesia and Samoa, all kinds of fabric-money, and base met-
als. Lastly, they are often too bulky and unwieldy, and of too little intrin-
sic value to be accumulated en masse; to make excess wealth impossible, 
Sparta famously retained its inconvenient iron-money, even when the 
other Greek states had long since moved to silver currency. Particularly 
the nomad, who constantly changes his whereabouts, cannot possibly 
carry heavy masses of money with him; his wealth are the herds graz-
ing around his tent. This certainly does not improve his position: live-
stock diseases threaten his property, and the envy of warlike neighbors 
keep him in a state of constant unrest. After all, the robber is often the 

* The expression paraphrases Matthew 6:19. The original line in the Luther 
Bible is a bit longer, suggesting Schurtz is quoting from memory. 
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ultimate remedy against wealth, and it is not only Schiller’s Karl Moor* 
who believes he is fulfilling a higher mission, his robber philosophy is 
quite familiar to many bandits in Italy or Spain.

* Karl Moor, the central character in Friedrich Schiller’s 1781 play “The 
Robbers” (Die Räuber), is a young nobleman who becomes the leader of 
a band of robbers after being wrongfully disinherited by his father. The 
character is a typical “noble bandit” (Hobsbawm 1981: 43) characterized 
by the initiation into outlawry not by crime “but as the victim of injustice” 
who turns to banditry to “right wrongs” and redistribute wealth or “take 
from the rich to give to the poor.”
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chapter 7

The Influence of External Trade 
Primitive Forms of Exchange 
Outside-Money

As already mentioned, inside-money is the primary root of the monetary 
system in general, and if it develops normally, it can fulfill the greater 
part of those tasks the money of today’s civilized nations is meant for. 
Yet, especially in its typical forms, which are always appropriate for the 
mentality of a specific tribe or society, it loses its value and purchasing 
power if it has to take over the tasks of external trade as well. Expansion 
of a people’s horizon and of their commerce therefore must have a trans-
formative impact on the conditions of their monetary system in mani-
fold ways. Perhaps none of the forms of inside-money that we can still 
study today has remained entirely unaffected by external trade, but the 
impact has occurred in very different ways and with very different results.

We should first recall the already mentioned fact that even though 
inside-money frequently circulates as a real monetary instrument only 
within a tribe, it is often not produced by the tribe itself but imported 
as a commodity from a neighboring area. The difficulty of obtaining it, 
one of the most desirable characteristics of inside-money, is thereby to 
some extent guaranteed. Once a means of payment has been accepted 
by the tribe in question, it behaves entirely like a proper inside-money, 
serving both commerce and social tasks within the society, while it loses 
its significance for any trade outside of it. Each district in Abyssinia, for 
instance, possessed its own pearl-money, which had its own name, and 
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was brought into the country through trade but circulated as money only 
within the district;1 the agate beads circulating as means of payment in 
Darfur and Kordofan came from India. But especially pearls in their 
double meaning as jewelry and money are subject to the influences of 
fashion, which is stimulated by the abundant supply of the trade and 
changes in capricious ways. This causes rapid changes in pearl fashions 
and thus in the internal currency among numerous African tribes. Even 
in Tabora, where the pearls are hardly used as jewelry anymore and only 
serve as a means of payment, these capricious changes in taste are still 
at work.2* Many voyages to Africa have failed partly because the pearls 
taken along proved to be worthless, either because they did not appeal to 
the taste of the natives or because a change in fashion had occurred since 
the last contact with European travelers. The unfashionable pearls can 
then at best be given away as gifts, but they cannot be used for buying 
and trading.

Not infrequently, traders will deliberately seek to promote the wide-
spread introduction of inside-money and thereby temporarily achieve 
great profits; the consequence, of course, is usually a rapid devaluation 
of the money and the breakdown of the small social organism in whose 
veins suddenly too much blood circulates. The cowrie shell has proba-
bly been exported most frequently as a commodity that then circulates 
as money in certain districts, in this case generally without too many 
adverse effects, since the territory in which it was accepted tended to ex-
pand simultaneously. The vast quantities of cowries that are in circulation 
in West Africa all originate from the Maldives or East Africa and have 
been introduced in countless shiploads by European merchants. China 
must have obtained its cowrie shells, which formerly served as money 
there, via seaborne trade as well. It has already been mentioned how Eu-
ropean captains enabled the inhabitants of the Caroline Islands of Yap 
to acquire enormous pieces of their favored stone-money. The dentali-
um-money of the Northwest American natives was completely devalued 
through the massive import of shells and now only serves as jewelry; the 
shell itself was only brought into the country after attempts to introduce 

* Schurtz cites an account by Hans Hermann Graf von Schweinitz (1894: 
91), a German colonial officer in East Africa, who describes the “capri-
cious” changes in types of “pearl money”: “Here, fashion regulates financial 
conditions; for instance, when an excessive import threatens to cause a 
devaluation, suddenly a type of bead that is scarcely available becomes 
fashionable and thus valuable” (see also Pallaver 2009: 24).



Chapter 7

77

porcelain imitations had failed.3 Even the copper plates used as money in 
the same area were imitated, but the new pieces are not nearly as highly 
valued as the authentic old exemplars.4

Such imitations and counterfeits have often been attempted, though 
usually without success, as the fraud was quickly detected and the pe-
culiar relations of inside-money to customs and superstitions prevented 
their adoption. European traders had the most luck with an imitation 
of the wampum-money of the North American natives,5 which was in-
itially very scarce and perhaps only became a universally used means of 
payment in some places as a result of the substantial supply from outside, 
although it then also gradually lost its value; wampum made from porce-
lain was at first rejected but gained acceptance over time.6 

Yet, trade will always tend to create its own media for commercial 
transactions, which it usually does not take from the inside-monies but 
selects from among the trade goods. This is how new types of money de-
velop which do not have to fulfill social tasks within the tribe but are just 
meant to facilitate the exchange of goods and enable clearly structured 
prices. The fact that this development does not proceed too quickly and 
in many cases has not progressed beyond the initial stages is explained by 
the emergence of trade relations in general, which we should now have 
a cursory look at.

Nearly everywhere where we find primitive tribes engaged in trade, 
we observe reciprocal gift-giving taking place as an important and in-
dispensable practice. This is particularly noticeable in Africa, where Eu-
ropean travelers definitely need to expect this custom. In newly explored 
areas, whose inhabitants have not yet been influenced by European or 
Arab business principles, trade recedes to the background altogether; 
the traveler sends his gift to the chief who in turn reciprocates with 
food and shelter, that is, if the natives are at all benevolent. Such gifts 
are not considered part of a business deal but are seen as signs of friendship. 
Here a cultural stratum reveals itself to us in which one cannot speak of 
trade in the strict sense; instead, only two types of encounters between 
neighboring tribes are conceivable: the warlike, where loot is violently 
sought, and the amicable, which is reinforced by the exchange of gifts. 
Conditions of this kind can still be observed today. Gisborne asserts of 
the Maori that they originally had no concept of trade. Rather, being at 
war was the normal state, while tribes related in friendship gave each 
other gifts; in addition, hospitality, in the broadest sense, was practiced. 
Micronesian trade has also been described as an exchange of gifts, and 
Sievers says of the Arhuacos: “They accustom themselves with difficulty 
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to the system of buying and selling; with gifts, one achieves more than 
with money, although they gladly take the latter, but bury it or pass it on 
to their women in the form of necklaces.”7

Remnants of this idea are to be found particularly in Africa, and a 
few examples may illustrate how trade in certain places has not yet be-
come what we usually understand it to be. The beginnings of the Arab 
trade with the Wahuma states* described by Emin Pasha are very in-
structive: “It is the practice in Unyóro, as well as in Uganda, for every 
trader on his arrival to present about the half of his goods, especially 
powder, lead, shot, and guns, to the ruler, who in return places at his 
disposal a house and garden, and gifts of cattle and fruit, and finally, at 
his departure, makes him a present of ivory, the value of which usually 
amounts to five times that of the original present. Both parties make a 
good thing out of the transaction; the Arab, whoso capital brings him a 
return without any trouble to himself, and the king, who pays nothing 
for the ivory, since it is supplied by his faithful subjects.”8 The Arabs thus 
skillfully adapted to the prevailing ideas. According to the testimony of 
Leo Africanus, the merchants who arrived at the court of the king of 
Gaoga† practiced a very similar gift trade by handing over their goods 
to the king and receiving counter-gifts worth double or triple in value.9 
Likewise, in German Southwest Africa, the first merchants to appear in 
the country seem to have opened trade through gifts. “The golden age of 
Omaruru,” Bülow says, “was the sixties and seventies. Back then, white 
hunters had lavishly gifted away guns and ammunition, clothes and al-
cohol, horses and food, to receive ostrich feathers and ivory in return 
that were brought in through the hunting activities of the natives. Now 

* The British explorer John Hanning Speke coined the term “Wahuma 
states” during his travels to Lake Victoria. The term implied an historical 
continuity between East African societies near the Great Lakes and the 
so-called “Hamites” whom the discredited and racist Hamitic hypothesis 
described as descendants of Ham, a son of Noah in the Bible. Hamites 
were thought to constitute the pastoralist ruling class of “lighter-skinned 
herders,” such as the Bahima, Tutsi, and sometimes Oromo as well (Kiwa-
nuka 1968).

† The existence of the kingdom of “Gaoga” or Bulála is still debated. Those 
who claim that it existed believe that it was a non-Muslim kingdom be-
tween Lake Chad and Darfur founded by an African slave and related 
to the Kanem–Bornu empire (Fisher 1975). For a critical overview and 
evaluation of European sources for Africa before 1900, see Fage (1994) 
and Jones (1987).
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the trade has declined and consists of the retail sale of food and clothing 
for oxen and sheep.”10 Generally, the custom of opening and also closing 
trade with gifts has been preserved as a remnant of the exchange of gifts, 
so that business deals, wherein pleasantries come to a halt even in Africa, 
are, as it were, framed by this older amicable custom. In former times, 
reciprocal gifting was a prelude to any barter trade along the Gabon,11 
and similar East African customs are reported in detail by Reichard.12 
At the Niger river delta, the opening of a commercial transaction by 
presenting gifts to the chief was termed “break the trade.”* Again and 
again we find the custom that the less powerful or the stranger who has 
a distinct request, gifts first, and the other then reciprocates the gift as 
he sees fit; the gift is at first just a pure sign of peace and friendship, its 
material value of secondary importance.

While taxes arise from the voluntary gifts of subjects, trade duties 
and tariffs gradually emerge from the gifts of foreigners and travelers, to 
which we will return soon. These, too, are basically remnants of an older 
social innovation, which is adapted to entirely new purposes and can 
sometimes bring about the very opposite of the original custom. The old 
custom reoccurs in other remnants as well. For instance, in Kano, it was 
customary for the seller to return two percent of the paid purchase price 
to the buyer because such a gift would bring blessings,13† and the strange 
practice of always paying only half of the agreed price prevalent amongst 
the Yoruba is likely based on similar views.14‡ The Luba frequently give 

* Schurtz uses the English expression “break the trade” in the original Ger-
man publication without a specific bibliographic reference. The expression 
“breaking trade” was a pidgin English term for a trade custom in Bonny 
and seems to have been mentioned for the first time by Richard Jackson 
in 1826 (1934: 78, 83; see also Jones 1963: 94, 108–9).

† In Schurtz’s reference, Dixon Denham (1828: 284) calls it a “universal 
practice” and equates it to the “luck-penny”: “the seller returns to the buy-
er a stated part of the price, by way of blessing, as they term it.” Denham 
furthermore notes that these trade practices were facilitated by the cowrie: 
“I may here notice the great convenience of the cowrie, which no forgery 
can imitate; and which, by the dexterity of the natives in reckoning the 
largest sums, forms a ready medium of exchange in all transactions, from 
the lowest to the highest.”

‡ This remark refers to customs observed by the British explorer Richard 
Lander in the Yoruba Muslim walled town of “Chaadoo.” Lander (1832, 
1: 136) also adds a detail suggesting that this custom was a form of bar-
gaining between strangers: “after a buyer has agreed to pay a certain sum 
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something extra when completing a trade deal, called a mukallo.15 The 
traffic in gifts has transformed into a form of social courtesy in Tibet and 
Mongolia, where certain silk scarves are exchanged frequently as greet-
ing gifts.16 On the other hand, guest gifts often become a heavy burden, 
and even offer a pretext for extortions that utterly destroy the beautiful 
essence of the old custom; Kyrgyz chiefs in Turkestan used to demand 
that caravans make a stop at each one of them and reciprocate their 
hospitality with disproportionate counter-gifts.17 In Africa, trade is often 
completely paralyzed by the exorbitant gift demands made by the chiefs.

However, trade relations can, it seems, not only develop from the am-
icable traffic of gifts, but also from its opposite, war. That is, in principle, 
to be expected.

Just as the individual person in primitive conditions must be capa-
ble of solving a multitude of tasks from which the civilized person is 
spared by the division of labor, early human societies are organisms that 
must satisfy their essential needs self-sufficiently and have to stand their 
ground in the struggle for survival by adapting to natural conditions. 
These conditions, whether favorable or unfavorable, create differences 
that arouse envy and desire: one tribe has fish-rich waters at its disposal, 
another has an abundance of certain fruits, a third exploits salt deposits or 
salt springs. Typically, the initial thought is usually not to obtain a share 
of these special riches peacefully but to try to seize them through bloody 
fights. Tacitus reports about the battle between the Chatti and the Her-
munduri* that erupted over the ownership of saline springs and ended 
with the victory of the latter; the sources of highly prized earth pigments 
in Northwestern America were often battled over in wild fights, and 

for an article, he retracts his expressions, and affirms that he only promised 
to give about half the sum demanded. This has occasioned violent alterca-
tions between our people and the natives; but it is an established custom, 
from which there is no appeal.”

* The battle between the two Germanic tribes of the Chatti and the Her-
munduri in 58 ad is known as the “Salt Battle” (Salzschlacht, Tacitus, 
Annals, 13.57.1). Schurtz often alludes to Tacitus’s proto-ethnographic 
account of the “Germanic tribes.” By the late nineteenth century, an in-
creasing number of German medievalists and anthropologists made great 
efforts to revalorize “Germany’s tribal origins” on the margins of ancient 
“civilization” (Kipper 2002: 272) and aimed to gain insight into the Ger-
manic tribes bordering the Roman empire across the Rhine by finding 
“parallels” (Bruns 2009: 21) with the societies being colonized in the mod-
ern period.
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the famous sacred pipestone quarries, once the common property of all 
surrounding native tribes, were ultimately violently seized by the Sioux.

Weak tribes facing the threat of being wiped out by stronger ones of-
ten attempt to buy mercy by surrendering a portion of their possessions, 
and from this one-time gift, a regular tribute can easily develop. If the 
more powerful tribe offers counter-gifts, the seeds of trade are present, 
albeit a form of trade always inclined to suddenly change back into its 
initial form. In some regions, development has not even advanced this 
far. Bock characterizes the conditions in the interior of Borneo, perhaps 
somewhat sweepingly, with these words: “Trade in its most embryon-
ic state hardly existed, for no man would think of giving anything in 
exchange for an article that he coveted; sufficient for him that he was 
strong enough to gain it by force, by murder if need be, and to keep it 
by virtue of his reputation as a Head-Hunter.”18 Venyukov aptly por-
trays how robbery and other forms of exchange sometimes maintain a 
close relationship: “In the eyes of the Turkmens, a stranger is essentially 
a legitimate victim, and if he appears rich enough and defenseless, his 
fate is to be robbed …. In those cases where the Turkmens cannot rob 
a stranger, their aim is to extract as much money as possible from him 
in trade, to beg for as many gifts as possible, or finally to steal from 
him.”19 Robbery and violence appear as the more honorable acts, while 
buying and paying seem low and unworthy. Moltke’s habit of paying 
for everything during the military campaign in Kurdistan provoked the 
disapproval and astonishment of his Turkish companions, for “whoever 
is able, takes without money.”20

A form of trade that takes place without previously establishing 
friendly relations is the “silent trade,” during which buyers and sellers do 
not interact closely or at least do not communicate with each other. It 
has been frequently described since ancient times and still occurs today. 
Whether this form develops directly out of warfare or is an independ-
ent method of initiating trade relations shall not be examined here: it 
is entirely possible that in some places, it is also a regression from more 
advanced conditions. More undeniable is the close connection between 
piracy and trade as it is typical of the ventures of aspiring seafaring na-
tions, be they called Phoenicians, Portuguese, or English.

In all these beginnings, a need for a general medium of exchange and 
measure of value is not yet clearly present, and inside-money, if it exists 
at all, has nothing to do with the matter.

A look at the primitive native tribes of Guyana described to us viv-
idly by Everard im Thurn teaches us how regular trade relations can 
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even emerge in simple circumstances without money: “Each tribe has 
some manufacture peculiar to itself; and its members constantly visit the 
other tribes, often hostile, for the purpose of exchanging the products 
of their own labour for such as are produced only by the other tribes. 
These trading Indians are allowed to pass unmolested through the en-
emy’s country…. Of the tribes on the coast, the Warraus make far the 
best canoes and supply these to the neighbouring tribes…. In the same 
way, far in the interior, the Wapianas build boats for all the tribes in that 
district. The Macusis have two special products which are in great de-
mand amongst all the tribes. One is the ourali used for poisoning arrows 
and the darts of blow-pipes, the other is an abundance of cotton ham-
mocks…. The Arecunas [Pemon] grow, spin, and distribute most of the 
cotton which is used by the Macusis and others for hammocks and other 
articles. The Arecunas also supply all blow-pipes: for these are made of 
the stems of a palm which, growing only in and beyond the Venezuelan 
boundary of their territory, are procured by the Arecunas, doubtless by 
exchange, from the Indians of the native district of that palm,” etc.21 The 
inviolability of the traders nicely points to the emergence of trade from 
the exchange of friendship gifts. Even the initial forms of intermediary 
trade are already present, for the exchanged goods are not exclusively 
used for one’s own needs but are brokered again to other tribes. A quite 
lively trade is thereby carried out in the simplest manner, without the 
need for money in our sense.

Perhaps the conditions in Guyana have stalled at this stage for so 
long because inside-money never emerged among the local native tribes, 
likely due to their unique social development. In a sense, the products 
with which the various tribes trade may be referred to as the begin-
ning of their money, but of a type of outside-money, the fundamental 
significance of which is as a means of exchange. A Macusi who crafts 
many cotton hammocks thereby indeed obtains money with the help 
of which he can buy all the products of neighboring tribes and, because 
of the middlemen, even those of more distant tribes. The character of 
commodities as a kind of money becomes even more pronounced in the 
actual intermediary trade: someone can, for example, amass a lot of salt, 
which he neither produced himself nor intends to use, yet it still has a 
value for him; if the commodity is durable, highly desired, and easily 
marketable, it will be gladly accepted in payment and will eventually 
be equated with inside-money, wherever the latter has already devel-
oped into a determining factor of social life. Thereby, the barrier that 
proper inside-money had established between individual tribes and 
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nations collapses, the previously separate tasks of inside-money and out-
side-money blend into one another, their capacities complementing each 
other. The result is what we recognize as the money of civilized nations, 
that indispensable tool of social life and trade. Occasionally this fusion 
can still be observed in its initial stages. On the Caroline Islands of Yap, 
there exists a well-defined inside-money that circulates only within the 
social community, whereas in the external trade with neighboring islands 
mostly bundles of turmeric are used, which are exchanged for loin belts, 
sails, twine, and jewelry made of coconut shells. As an intermediate form 
between inside- and outside-money, specific ornamental and other items 
can be used to purchase commodities in internal transactions, yet they 
are not able to fulfill the crucial social tasks of an actual inside-money. 
Sometimes, however, such a hybrid money [Mischgeld] is added to the 
original inside-money as a supplement during payments, foreshadowing 
further developments.

With the introduction of outside-money, the number of types of 
money increases by countless practical goods. However, the boundary 
between the concepts of commodity and money will always remain more 
or less blurry in the case of outside-money. Then again, certain types of 
inside-money that gain widespread acceptance can spread over vast areas 
and, in addition to their other qualities, acquire value as a medium of ex-
change, thereby becoming a more ideal form of money than any of those 
that arise from pure barter could ever become; the concept becomes 
blurred when money is transformed into a mere ornament or vice versa. 
In contrast, inside-money that does not achieve a significance for trade 
will gradually perish. When considering questions of this kind, it must 
not be forgotten that reversions are possible, and simple forms of com-
merce may resurface in the absence of a better means of exchange, even 
in places where developments had long gone beyond that. For example, 
in Paraguay, during the time of the Jesuit missions, the scarcity of cash 
caused the resurgence of organized barter. “Should a Spanish woman,” 
writes Dobrizhoffer “need tallow candles, she sends along her black slave 
a basket with some cotton, tobacco, Paraguayan tea, sugar, and salt. The 
seller of the candles then selects whatever they like from it, but according 
to an established law of prices…. The prices of all natural productions are 
regulated by the magistrates, and are diligently learnt and observed both 
by the seller, and the purchaser.”22

The second source of the concept of money can now be succinct-
ly defined in the following manner: Outside-money is a commodity that 
is universally welcomed, easily sold, can be stored for a long time due to its 
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durability, and, as a consequence, is capable of serving as a medium of com-
mercial trade. As it transforms into a measure of value and a valuable prop-
erty, it becomes an ideal type of money; this usually happens through the in-
fluence of inside-money which in turn is soon displaced or transformed and its 
effectiveness extended by outside-money. Combined, they constitute money as 
it is understood by true civilizations.

The fusion of outside-money with inside-money, or the transforma-
tion of the former into the latter, often proceeds in a way that parallels 
the emergence of inside-money. While the gifts to the powerful, and 
subsequently fines and taxes, initiate the circulation of alienable private 
property which is then finally transformed into a general means of pay-
ment, the voluntary and involuntary gifts of the traders, namely the mar-
ket and customs duties, bring substantial amounts of certain trade goods 
into a chief ’s possession, and thereby enable, like inside-money, the ac-
cumulation of wealth and the filling up of the treasuries of the powerful.

The fact that tariffs initially appear in the innocuous form of gifts 
can still be confirmed in many cases; certain tariffs may, however, also be 
regarded as moderations of the original practices of complete plundering 
or even killing. The European merchants on the African coast at first 
gave gifts to the chiefs for permission to trade with their subjects but 
these voluntary offerings soon became customs (coutumes) and in effect 
regulated tariffs, while only minor and variable supplements maintained 
the pretense of voluntary gifting. Among the taxes that had to be paid 
in the gum trade along the Senegambian coast, one emerged that carried 
the classic name of the “obligatory gift,”23* a term which, in only two 
words, illuminates the whole course of the development.

Alongside market duties and transit fees, we also find other taxes 
that predominantly burden the merchants and are common among both 

* Given the importance of the idea of the “obligatory gift” or present forcé 
which Schurtz translated from French into German as erzwungenes 
Geschenk, it is important to note that the source for the term is René 
Caillié, a French explorer in Saint Louis in the 1820s. The English trans-
lation of Caillié (1830: 134) uses the term “forced present” to describe the 
taxes payable to a local middleman on the mouth of the Senegal River. 
Along the West African coast in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries, such coutumes, kumi or comey were a common kind of rent arranged 
and instituted between Europeans and local political rulers and brokers. 
While in effect these payments were tributes, Europeans insisted that they 
were voluntary gifts, often calling them simply a “gift” or a “dash” (Law 
2004: 107; Martino 2022: 83–84).
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primitive tribes and civilized nations. These include bridge and ferry tolls, 
for which there is abundant evidence from Africa. For instance, Serpa 
Pinto observed the bridge tolls in Benguela’s hinterland;24 according to 
Eberstein, it is customary in the coastal region of Kilwa;25 and, per Bütt-
ner, in Angola.26 Close to Zaminiasso in the land of the Bambara, there 
was a bridge which was overseen by two guards who collected tolls from 
all foreigners while the locals were exempted.27 Ferry tolls are mentioned 
even more frequently, multiple times by Cameron,28 from Dahomey by 
Reade,29 and so on. Additionally, other privileges must be paid for as 
well. Büttner, for instance, had to pay a toll for using a newly constructed 
road,30 Lander found that road tolls were customary in Yorubaland,31 and 
in the land of the Bari, Marno was asked to pay a fee for the shade of a 
tree under which he camped.32 A payment for the permission to graze 
salt grass was noted by Passarge from Adamawa.33

It is self-evident that traders initially pay their dues with a portion of 
the commodities they carry with them, even more so because these com-
modities must already be partly considered a kind of money. However, 
occasionally, there are also demands for all tariffs to be paid in the form 
of a very specific commodity which forces the merchants to always carry 
some of this commodity, even if they do not intend to trade with it. In 
some places in East Africa, for example, the toll must be paid in the form 
of iron hooks, all of which come from Usukuma [along Lake Victoria];34 
even in medieval Germany ship tolls were required to be paid in specific 
goods, irrespective of what the cargo of a ship consisted of.35 In the hin-
terland of Senegambia, tariffs must usually be paid in cowries despite the 
fact that other money substitutes exist and no stable currency yet domi-
nates; certain toll stations on the lagoon of Whydah only accept rum as 
payment,36 and so on. The desire to gradually separate the more suitable 
kinds from the overwhelming abundance of types of outside-money and 
to allow only a limited number to simultaneously serve as a measure of 
value and a means of exchange shows itself to be efficacious everywhere.





87

chapter 8

The Fusion of Inside- and Outside-Money

Like nature, the mind does not make abrupt leaps but instead gradually 
adapts to new conditions and only learns to fully exploit the tools it has 
forged over time. Money is one such tool that is still occasionally em-
ployed with a degree of clumsiness, and it unmistakably bears the traces 
of its double origin, even though it has long since become something 
unified. While a main characteristic of civilized money is that it allows 
one to buy anything available for sale, this attribute is, actually, artificially 
conferred upon it or applies primarily to certain types of money, spe-
cifically to precious metals or, in countries operating under a pure gold 
standard, exclusively to gold. You cannot buy a house with a mountain 
of small copper coins, as no one is obligated or inclined to accept such 
an inconvenient mass of money; it is only through the ability to con-
vert these small coins into precious metals that the unlimited purchasing 
power of money is established, at least within the confines of a given 
state.

This difficulty, which is one of the main causes of our endless cur-
rency controversies, is also not adequately overcome by less civilized so-
cieties. It is mainly outside-money that suffers from this difficulty, but 
inside-money is not exempted either for the simple reason that it often 
exists in such large and indivisible pieces that it can only be used to pur-
chase very valuable things. As a result, its owners can easily find them-
selves in a position analogous to a man who has no loose change and 
only a thousand-mark note that no one can break. This often gives rise 
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to a specific custom where certain objects can only be bought with par-
ticular types of money, making it entirely pointless to offer small change 
for them, for instance cowrie shells instead of cattle.

As mentioned above, it is the system of outside-money which strug-
gles far more frequently with this difficulty as the notion of commodity 
is, more or less firmly, always linked to outside-money. The thought that 
they are not actually buying but bartering remains firmly entrenched in 
the minds of traders. Even where a regular currency has been introduced, 
people may find it difficult to become accustomed to the universal means 
of payment. In the days of Heinrich Barth, cowrie shells were accepted 
as a measure of value in Bornu, and Maria Theresa thaler were in circula-
tion. Yet despite this, it was at times very difficult to purchase food in the 
Kukawa marketplace. “A small farmer,” Barth writes, “will on no account 
take his payment in shells, and will rarely accept a [Maria Theresa] dol-
lar: the person, therefore, who wishes to buy corn, if he has only dollars, 
must first exchange a dollar for shells, or rather buy shells; then with the 
shells he must buy a kúlugu or shirt; and, after a good deal of bartering, 
he may thus succeed in buying the corn. The fatigue to be undergone in 
the market is such that I have very often seen my servants return in a 
state of utmost exhaustion.”1

Conditions are more favorable when specific commodities are 
brought into a simple and stable ratio with one another. An interesting 
primitive example of value measurement is when a certain measure or 
weight of one commodity is equated to the same measure or weight of 
another, essentially weighing one against the other. Burton notes that 
in his time, sea salt on the African coast was sold in exchange for an 
equivalent amount of holcus (grain), and, likewise, for an amount of hol-
cus, the same amount of cowrie shells was dispensed.2 If salt production 
yielded little, its price was simply doubled. The fact that valuable things 
were once “worth their weight in gold” among us is evidenced by this 
still commonly used saying; in West Africa, this practice can still be ob-
served, especially with the rare aggry beads, which are often paid for in 
gold equal to or even double their weight.3

One frequently encounters the belief that certain valuable commod-
ities can only be acquired with a means of payment whose significance 
somehow corresponds to them: it is not the quantity of money that is 
crucial, but the quality. In Africa, slaves, in particular, often cannot be 
purchased with the common means of exchange used to procure daily 
necessities. Instead, very specific and precious objects, such as ivory, fire-
arms, or gunpowder, must form at least part of the purchase price. When 
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purchasing ivory in Angola, gunpowder and firearms are also indispen-
sable.4 According to Lichtenstein, the Tswana did not sell cattle for to-
bacco but demanded iron or cloth in return, while their cloaks could 
only be exchanged for live cattle.5 The sacred pots of the Dayaks can only 
be acquired with gold dust, agate stones, and slaves.6 Spears among the 
Chagga are almost only exchanged for firearms, other goods are only 
reluctantly and exceptionally accepted.7 A Black man who wanted to 
sell his knife to Büttner for fabrics was prevented from doing so by his 
fellow villagers.8

According to Nebout’s testimony, the Dakpa along the upper Ubangi 
River also adhered to an unusual system of trade: they sold their man-
ioc exclusively for a specific kind of fabric, but if one wanted any other 
food products, one had to offer cowries, pearls, lead, and other types of 
fabrics.9 In West Africa, gold cannot be readily exchanged for just any 
commodity. In the region of Bambouk, for instance, one cannot receive 
gold in return for glassware, tobacco, cloves, or liquor; these items could 
only be bartered for food products. Gold was handed over exclusively in 
exchange for fabrics, salt, or amber.10

The emergence of such idiosyncrasies is unsurprising and tightly in-
tertwined with the evolution of outside-money. When one tribe inter-
acts with another, exchanging, for example, pots for arrows, the firm idea 
easily takes hold that arrows must always and everywhere be paid for 
with pots, and that other goods or types of money are unsuitable for this 
purpose. In Australia, a particular tribe exploits a greenstone quarry and 
accepts spears in exchange for the much-desired mineral; thus, green-
stone can only be purchased with spears.11 Another tribe trades its eels 
for roots, a third one swaps its shields for belts, and so someone who has 
caught many eels can indeed amass a large quantity of edible roots in 
return, but certainly not a shield. A delightful illustration of the emer-
gence of such exchange values is found in Köler’s account: sailors landing 
at the mouth of the Niger River typically take with them one of the 
abundant grey parrots found there, and since they customarily exchange 
these birds for one of their shirts with the locals, a steadfast tradition has 
developed that a red sailor’s shirt must be paid for with a parrot.12

That inside-money can also develop in a similar manner has already 
been noted. Finsch describes three types of shell-money from New Ire-
land, each possessing a distinct purpose: “The first type (kokonon luluai) 
is used in everyday transactions and is most often used for peacemaking. 
The natives are known to carry strings of this shell-money, tied to their 
hair, to make small purchases or to ransom themselves in the event of an 
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attack…. The second type (kokonon) is of higher value than the preced-
ing one and is predominantly used to acquire women…. The third type 
is the most valuable; it is particularly used for the purchase of women, 
canoes, and so on, and is valid along the entire northwest coast.”13 Ac-
cording to Kubary, similar conditions prevail on the Palau Islands, where 
the various types of ancient pearl-money have been brought together 
into an intricate system: “Taro, oil, syrup and tobacco are paid for with 
the usual mor or kaymó and matál o adolóbok. But if you want to buy a 
sail, you have to give an adolóbok of the important type; if one is to pay 
the matrimonial contribution dictated by custom, one must give a mon-
ey-piece corresponding to one’s social rank, and so forth in numerous 
matters. Therefore, if someone has a payment to make, he must ask all 
his acquaintances and eventually secure a loan against collateral.”14 To 
change or convert a large piece of money is an intricate affair, sometimes 
nearly impossible.

The lack of a stable unit of value causes all sorts of attempts to some-
how regulate the prices of the more valuable items with the help of the 
different types of money that coexist next to one another independently, 
usually in such a way that the purchase cannot be made with a single 
kind of money but that several must be present in certain proportions. 
Fischer, for instance, paid the Maasai 30–40 pieces of iron wire rings, 10 
brass wire rings and 40–100 strings of beads for each ox, and 1½ loads 
of iron wire, 50 brass wire rings, 600 strands of beads and 14 war cloaks 
as an atonement for several Maasai who fell in battle.15 The prices in the 
ivory and slave trade on the West African coast tend to be even more 
diverse. “On every tooth [tusk], if it be of any considerable size,” says 
Wilson, “he must have so many muskets, kegs of powder, brass pans, 
copper rods, wash-basins, plates and gun-flints—the whole number not 
being less than thirty—and these must be reduplicated in proportion to 
the size of the tooth. If it should weigh as much as one hundred pounds, 
the seller would not expect less than ten of each of these articles. This is 
what is called the ‘round trade.’ It is carried on by a most tedious, and, to 
novices, a most annoying process.”16

In this way, the concept of money becomes elusive again, as the count-
less means of exchange which captivate and confuse the Black Africans’ 
desire prevent the emergence of a stable measure of value, while Euro-
pean types of money remain incomprehensible to the natives because of 
their own conventional value. In such circumstances purely imaginary 
measures of value emerge, which are a particularly developed feature of 
West Africa but occur elsewhere as well. Typically, a certain quantum 
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of the most frequently traded commodity is used to set the unit, named 
arbitrarily, and then used as a measure for all values. The best known, the 
kru, which serves as a measure of value in Cameroon, originally corre-
sponded to a specific amount of palm oil, and has recently been equated 
to twenty German imperial marks;17 on the coast of Sierra Leone the bar 
(“iron bar”) was introduced as a measure of value, and the round from 
Cape Mesurado to Cape Palmas.18 In Bonny the bar was in use (called 
intsche or atsche by the natives)* and corresponded to, for instance, five 
heads of tobacco or a flint rifle;19 in Angola, the piece (peça) or long was 
common.20 At Ambrizete, the musket (fusil) is the exclusive measure of 
value for the ivory trade, while for other commodities, it is a piece of 
cotton fabric.21 This odd method of calculating prices, which certainly 
requires an infinite patience during trade negotiations, is not entirely un-
appealing to the European merchant as he can reap significant profits by 
skillfully manipulating the price ranges, while never showing the Blacks 
the cards he is dealing with. A related phenomenon is observed amongst 
the Gilyak who imported the Chinese unit of value and calculate ac-
cording to it without using the Chinese coins on which it is based.22 The 
many different imaginary measures of value among civilized societies in 
part developed out of these simple beginnings.

* We retained the Germanized spelling intsche or atsche from Schurtz and 
the original source, Hermann Köler (1848: 148), a German doctor and 
philologist who lived in Bonny in the 1840s. The exact meaning of the 
term is unclear but Köler refers to it as an “imaginary unit of value” equal 
to about a British shilling or a gallon of palm oil.
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Figures 1 and 2. “Coins,” Han dynasty, China, 206 bce–220 ce (The Metropol-
itan Museum of Art, Gift of Edward B. Bruce, 24.13.20 and 24.13.17, CC0).
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Figure 3. “Coin depicting two calves’ heads,” Lesbos, Greece, 550–440 bce (The 
Art Institute of Chicago, Gift of William F. Dunham, 1920.2953, CC0; see 
p. 49).

Figure 4. “Ear spools,” jewelry made of spondylus shell, Colima or Jalisco, 
Mexico, 200 bce–200 ce (The Art Institute of Chicago, Maurice D. Galleher 
Endowment, 2001.152.4-5, CC0; see p. 112).
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Figure 5. Perlenkette, “Bead necklace,” France, Merovingian period, c. 600 
(Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Museum für Vor- und Frühgeschichte, Klaus 
Göken, Va 5737, CC BY-SA 4.0; see p. 126).
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Figure 6. “Kissi iron currency,” West Africa, 1863 (Collection of the Smithso-
nian National Museum of African American History and Culture, 2008.10.6.2, 
CC0; see p. 145).
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Figure 7. “Measuring shell money,” Tolowa, California, c. 1923 (Library of Con-
gress, Edward S. Curtis, photographer, https://www.loc.gov/item/97507102/, 
CC0; see p. 49).

Figure 8. Treasure or pottery filled with nzimbu (Olivancillaria nana, from the 
island of Luanda), found during excavations carried out at the supposed site 
of the ancient city of “Congobela” near Kinshasa, c. 1950 (HP.1956.15.8158, 
collection RMCA Tervuren; photo H. Goldstein, s.d. © Sofam; see Dartevelle 
1953: 154).
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Figure 10. Raffia “Status cloth,” Kasai, Congo, c. 1850 (Cooper Hewitt, Smith-
sonian Design Museum, 18411465, CC0; see p. 135).
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Figure 11. Yap stone money, Caroline Islands (Courtesy of the Penn Museum, 
Gift of Dr. William H. Furness, P1744; see pp. 47, 52).

Figure 12. “Basket.” Quiggin (1949: 47) ascribes this to the Bambala, Congo, 
and says they were used for carrying nzimbu shell money (Department of 
Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution, E169131; see p. 116).
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Figure 13. “Copper ingots,” Luba, Congo, 1200s–1600s (National Museum of 
African Art, Smithsonian Institution, Gift of Tom Joyce, 2002-10-3, CC0; see 
p. 131).

Figure 14. “Iron currency,” shaped like a miniature arrow, Akwa, Nigeria 
(Copyright Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, 2017.74.4; see p. 148).
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Figure 15. “Paper money,” printed by Hall & Sellers, Philadelphia, 1776 (New 
York Public Library, EM4262-730, CC0; see p. 52).
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Figure 16. Palaugeld, “Money from Palau,” Micronesia, c. 1873 (Kubary 1873: 
Table 2; see pp. 53, 60, 157).
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Figure 17. “Iron spade blade currency,” Zande or Bongo, Central Africa, c. 1850s 
(Copyright Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, 1898.61.2; see p. 148).

Figure 18. “String of shell bead money,” New Ireland, Bismarck Archipelago 
(Copyright Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford, 1900.9.1; see p. 89).
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Figure 19. Maria Theresa thaler, Günzburg Mint, Austria, 1780 (Wikimedia 
Commons, CC0; see p. 129).

Figure 20. Maria Theresa thaler “Cross Pendant,” Ethiopia (Courtesy of The 
Spurlock Museum, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2012.03.0699; 
see p. 127).
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Figure 21. “Tlingit copper,” Haida Gwaii, British Columbia (Courtesy of the 
Penn Museum, 29-31-1; see p. 62).
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chapter 9

Overview of Primitive Money 
Ornament-Money in General 
Shell-Money

Several varieties of primitive money have already been mentioned. To 
truly grasp their development, it is essential to provide a systematic over-
view, which undoubtedly presents its own challenges, especially when 
striving for a clear understanding of the conditions. The phylogenetic 
classification into inside-money, outside-money, and sign-money, and 
so on, does not directly offer an overview of the entire subject matter, 
because in many cases it is still impossible to trace the development of 
individual monetary instruments and to assign them a definite position 
within this framework. Alternatively, a simple classification based solely 
on the external attributes of the means of payment is too superficial, as it 
conceals the internal relations and leads to a flawed understanding. The 
term “iron-money,” for example, encompasses not only crude metal bars 
but also hoes, shovels, spearheads, and even ornamental iron beads—
things that have only their material in common. Nevertheless, for many 
types of money emerging from trade, a classification based on material 
is quite appropriate, and for others, it is at least preferable for the time 
being.

It is thus probably best to strike a middle ground.1 We can, first of all, 
sort out the historically well-defined group of types of ornament-mon-
ey, which, with very few exceptions, either are a type of inside-mon-
ey or have emerged from one. If this broad category is to be divided 
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further, then it is only proper to do so by material differences, resulting 
in subcategories such as shell-money, pearl-money, metal-money, and so 
forth. Apart from ornament-money, the second broad category encom-
passes all useful items (hence it might aptly be termed use-money), which 
could further be divided into foodstuffs, luxuries, various utensils and 
tools, and even includes livestock- and slave-money. Its internal oppo-
sition to the first category is based upon the fact that it predominantly 
developed out of outside-money. Between these two main categories, we 
find fabric-money, which is sometimes primarily considered as an adorn-
ment and sometimes more as a useful commodity, and, consequently, 
is more or less subject to the changing influences of fashion and senti-
ments, influences that have a striking effect on jewelry and, partly, on the 
money derived from it. With this in mind, we can attempt to provide a 
very brief overview of primitive types of money.

As we turn our attention to ornament-money and, more specifi-
cally, to its most important variety, shell-money, another differentia-
tion becomes essential. Shells used as ornaments and money either 
remain unprocessed (except perhaps for simple perforations for the 
purpose of stringing) or are transformed into disks or other arbitrari-
ly shaped pieces through more or less tedious forms of work. The dif-
ference between these subcategories is not very clear, but undeniably 
significant.

The most famous and most widely distributed among all minimally or 
completely unprocessed shells is the cowrie shell, which is actually a type 
of sea snail, Cypraea moneta. The fact that it managed to conquer such an 
extensive territory is even more remarkable considering that it originally 
could only be harvested in a single location in the Indian Ocean, near 
the Maldives from where it could be exported to the remotest regions, 
because that location was near an ancient maritime trade route. In more 
recent times (according to Al-Masudi, not later than the tenth centu-
ry), a shell closely related to the cowrie, Cypraea annulus, began to be 
extensively traded in large quantities from the East African coast, and 
circulated especially in West Africa, valued on par with Cypraea moneta. 
Cowries were also reportedly exported from Bima Island near Sulawesi 
in the East Indian Archipelago2 and, according to Antonio de Morga’s 
accounts, from the Philippines from where they appear to have been 
sent primarily to Indochina.3 Details regarding cowrie extraction in the 
Maldives can be found in the older writings of Arab scholars, later com-
plemented in desirable ways by François Pyrard. Branches or coconut 
leaves were thrown into the water for the snails to attach themselves 
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to, and harvesting was done twice a month; the cowries were packaged 
in baskets of twelve thousand and predominantly exported to Bengal 
where they were exchanged for rice. In the time of Ibn Battuta, they were 
sent in bulk to Yemen and from there probably to the Sahel. Within 
the Maldives, the shells circulated as small change, while more signifi-
cant payments were conducted with silver. It is very remarkable that the 
cowrie never served as money on the neighboring Malabar coast and in 
Ceylon.4 There is no doubt that the export of cowries from the Maldives 
has been in full swing since ancient times, involving, apart from the is-
lands’ inhabitants, Arab traders from early on and likely also the Chi-
nese. Later, the Portuguese seized this lucrative trade, transporting the 
shells not only to Siam and Bengal but also to the West African coast. 
The Dutch soon followed suit, replicating their success. Most recently, 
German merchants also extracted substantial profits from this trade, es-
pecially when they introduced the cheaper East African shells en masse 
to the West African coast, until the inevitable devaluation occurred and 
ended the business.

There is already a small body of literature about the cowrie. Volz’s 
“History of Shell-Money”5 deals almost exclusively with it, Andree and 
Ilwof dedicate a part of their essays to it, and Hertz has recently dealt 
with the topic quite extensively.6 At this point, it may suffice to provide 
a brief overview of its past and its current distribution which do not en-
tirely coincide; over time, the cowrie has lost vast provinces of its domain 
but in return has conquered new ones. It is very odd how the shell’s ap-
preciation as money, on the one hand, and as an ornament, on the other, 
relate to each other. While the cowrie is no longer used as a means of 
payment in some regions, it persists as an adornment. Elsewhere it was 
introduced as a popular ornament before it was thought to be used as 
money, and in yet other areas, it is practically only used as money and is 
not at all popular as an ornament.

It may be mentioned in passing that the cowrie circulates as mon-
ey in two forms, namely in the form of individual pieces counted or 
measured by volume, and as strung together on threads. The first form 
appears to be more common and is currently found, for instance, in 
Bengal, Siam, the Hausa states, and several parts of West Africa, where 
colonial trading posts, as in Porto Novo, employ native women as shell 
counters. The second one was once common in China but also appears 
quite frequently in Africa. Stringing a specific number of cowries to-
gether somewhat corresponds to the minting of our metal-money, also 
in the sense that a sum akin to “seigniorage” is often deducted for this 



An Outline of the Origins of Money

110

stringing process. In Dahomey, for example, cowries generally circulate 
unstrung, with only the king making payments using cowrie strings 
prepared by his wives; a single string is supposed to contain 2,000 cow-
ries, but in reality, it contains only 1,500, with the difference being the 
labor cost for stringing. According to more recent information, groups 
of 30–35 shells are sewn into palm leaves but are valued as if they were 
40.7 Similarly, as one moves inland, the increasing price of the shells is 
reflected in the reduced number on each string: in the interior of Daho-
mey, according to Duncan, a string contains only 33 cowries instead of 
the usual 40, and a “head” only 47 strings instead of 50.8 The individual 
sources are not in agreement with each other, as they originate from 
very different time periods, but they might still help to clarify similar 
facts elsewhere, such as in Timbuktu, where, according to Lenz, cow-
ries are counted in a way such that 5 sets of 16 (5 × 16) are considered 
equivalent to 100.9

Regarding the area of the distribution of cowries, they have been in 
circulation as money in Bengal since at least the first century of our era 
and are still occasionally used for this purpose.10 The claim that exports 
from the Maldives to South Asia began in the seventeenth century must 
actually refer to the renewal of the trade.11 Today, large quantities of cow-
ries still circulate in the interior areas of Indochina, especially in Siam,12 
but in the East Indies, they have been retained only in the Philippines.13 
The shell-money, however, has bit by bit lost an enormous area of distri-
bution in Asia and Europe, but it is difficult to define the precise bound-
aries of this area since cowries likely also spread to countries where they 
were never used as money but only as mere ornaments and trade items. 
It is certain that they served as small change in Arabia and the same can 
probably be assumed for Persia. In contrast, archeological finds in the 
Caucasus and Eastern Turkestan14 as well as the even more striking finds 
from prehistoric graves in Northern Europe, including Northern Ger-
many, England, Scandinavia, and Livonia,15 do not allow us to conclude 
that cowries were used as money. At least, one can estimate how highly 
the cowrie was valued as an ornament by noting that it traveled from 
the Indian Ocean to the Baltic Sea (likely as a means of exchange in the 
amber trade). The existence of a cowrie currency is definitely attested 
for in China and Japan, although it is more than likely that Cypraea 
moneta initially only established itself alongside other shells from the 
China Seas and either displaced or mixed with these in economic life. 
Apparently, strings of shells, already mentioned in the Shijing, and turtle 
shells were the earliest Chinese money; the character pei (shell) is used to 
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form compound words that signify wealth and the like.16* China’s history 
is replete with monetary experiments, and amid the frequent changes in 
currency, cowries seemed to be demonetized at one moment and rein-
troduced at another, although they actually continued to circulate unim-
peded until they fi nally had to give way to silver and strung copper coins, 
which were probably imitations of the strings of shells. In the south, the 
cowrie persisted the longest. Marco Polo mentions them several times 
when describing his travels through Assam and southwestern China, 
noting that the shells originated from India.17 Th e province of Yunnan 
paid a tribute of 5,769 strings of shells as late as 1578 but over the course 
of the same century, and after massive amounts of American silver had 
fl owed into the country, the cowrie currency was offi  cially disposed of 
here too.18 In Tibet, silver had begun to displace cowrie shells from the 
twelfth century.19

Th e enormous reduction of the area of circulation of the cowrie shell 
was largely balanced out by its expansion into Africa. Since Hertz and 
Andree have dealt with the African circumstances in detail, a few notes 
and additions are suffi  cient here. It is certainly striking that, although the 
cowrie originates from the East and even though some of the shell-mon-
ey is produced in East Africa, its dissemination currently almost exclu-
sively proceeds from the West Coast. By the way, we have to make a 
sharp distinction here between the use of the cowrie as jewelry, observ-
able in almost all regions of Africa, and its use as small change: what 
spreads from the East Coast to the interior seems to serve almost exclu-
sively as jewelry, while the cowrie currency marches towards the interior 
from the West Coast. In Timbuktu, Leo Africanus had already found 
the cowrie used as a coin (in the early sixteenth century)20 and it was 
mentioned even earlier in Arabic reports.21 It appears that there was once 
a substantial dissemination of cowries from East and perhaps North Af-
rica,22 which gradually declined and was replaced by the one from West 
Africa; the East African cowries also have been mostly redirected to 
the West Coast recently, although some, at least a few decades ago, still 

* Th e Shijing or Shih-ching—sometimes translated as the Classic of Poetry or 
the Book of Odes—is the oldest collection of Chinese poetry, made up of 
poems from the eleventh to the seventh centuries bce. It contains various 
references to cowries as ornaments. Th e Mandarin word bèi, 貝, means 
both “shellfi sh” or “cowrie.” As the obsolete radical character for “curren-
cy,” it is still found in many characters related to money, such as “to make 
a profi t” and “to buy” (see also Yung-Ti 2012; Yang 2018).
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found their way to Unyamwezi and further inland.23 In Denham’s time 
[1820s], the eastern boundary of the cowrie territory lay just beyond the 
city of Katagum; but the strong influx via West Africa allowed the ruler 
of Bornu in 1840, and later the one of Bagirmi, to introduce the cowrie 
currency in their states, thereby establishing a stable measure of value.24 
The King of Bornu opted for this regulation only after he had made an 
unsuccessful attempt to mint coins in Europe at his expense. Further to 
the east, cowries are highly prized as jewelry but are only exceptionally 
used as money.25 The fact that pearls and cowrie shells are considered 
essential components of the bride-price among the Luwo in the upper 
Nile region might be viewed as a step towards their transformation into 
money.26

The amount of relief brought about by the introduction of the 
thaler and cowrie currency to the Sahel’s perplexing money market, 
with its numerous and unsuitable types of use-money, is illustrated by 
Nachtigal’s remark: “The process of counting involved in exchanging the 
[Maria Theresa] dollar for its equivalent in cowries is indeed a tedious 
and time-consuming business …. Against this toil and unavoidable in-
accuracy, there is the advantage of being able to obtain all articles of-
fered for sale in Kuka and its surroundings in exchange for dollars and 
their cowrie fractions, and of having in the cowries extraordinarily small 
fractional units of currency, whereas to the markets of the neighbouring 
countries strips of cotton, glass beads, paper, aromatic wood and other 
articles of small value have to be brought without always being sure that 
it will be possible, and if so, through what transitional stages, to get in 
exchange the goods that are wanted. The cotton strips, which are still 
current alongside the cowries and which to this day at any distance from 
the capital are the most important medium of exchange, vary consider-
ably in quality, and therefore in value. When I was in Kuka, the average 
value of one cotton strip was four rotl, or about twelve pfennig, so that 
in very small retail transactions it was necessary, since the cotton strips 
could not be further subdivided, to substitute for them single pieces of 
paper, a few glass beads and the like. With the division of the dollar into 
4,000 cowries, on the other hand, the minimum unit of value is about 
one tenth of a pfennig, so that the poor can purchase in the smallest 
quantities anything that can be subdivided.”27 

Along the West Coast, the substantial import of cowries severely 
depressed their value, as most of the imported shells remained in the 
coastal regions; in contrast, there was a noticeable scarcity of this small 
change in the Hausa states even in recent times.28 On the coast some 
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relief is brought by the fact that large quantities of cowries are often bur-
ied during times of war and are not recovered.29 Forgeries using a small 
indigenous sea snail are known to occur.30

From the Sahel, the cowries also penetrated the Congo basin, and are 
extraordinarily widespread in the area from the equator up to where the 
Aruwimi River joins the Congo as well as along the Congo’s tributar-
ies.31 To the east, a territory without cowries separates the distribution 
area of the Congo basin from the East African one. Among the Dzing 
along the Sankuru River, the shell serves as a coin,32 while the Tupende 
primarily use it for ornamentation.33 In the areas around Equator Sta-
tion, it is a proper means of payment,34 likewise along the middle Ubangi 
River.35 Frequently, large quantities of cowries are placed into the graves 
of the deceased.36

There are conflicting reports about their presence in the Great Lakes 
region. The cowrie apparently spread from Unyamwezi to the Wahuma 
states and has occasionally been used as money but predominantly as 
jewelry. According to Grant, it circulated as money in Bunyoro and was 
frequently buried by owners, much like metal-money elsewhere. During 
Emin Pasha’s time, the true domain of the cowrie currency was Uganda 
where it was introduced and systematically developed under the influ-
ence of the Arabs. Cowries were strung together by the hundred, and 
ten such strings formed a bundle. The shell also circulates along the Ger-
man coast of Lake Victoria; chiefs pay cowries as tribute to the German 
stations.37 In East Africa, cowries were occasionally used for practical 
purposes: their lime was extracted to use for the chewing of tobacco. A 
similar practice of burning them to produce lime was observed in parts 
of the western Sahel.38

In general, a single cowrie shell has a very low value which, at least 
in Africa, fluctuates considerably depending on the distance from the 
coast and the volume of imports. In the coastal parts of Togo in 1894, a 
pfennig was equivalent to 40 cowries, while in Keta, it equaled only 10 
cowries. In Porto-Novo, 20,000 cowries equal 5 francs, implying that 
1 pfennig equals 50 cowries.39 During Barth’s time [1850s] in Kano, 
a Maria Theresa thaler had a value of 2,500 to 3,000 cowries, and of 
5,000 in the 1880s, while its value fluctuated between 4,000 and 6,000 in 
Bornu. In the Kukawa market, an egg could be purchased for 8 cowries, 
and a chicken for 32–160 cowries.40 In Bosman’s time (1700), however, 
a prostitute’s wage on the Gold Coast was a mere 3 cowries, which was 
considered very little even back then, and can only be explained as an 
old customary price, but it still proves that the amount of circulating 
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shell-money must have been relatively insignificant.41 For comparison 
we might add that, according to Scherzer, 1,000 cowries were valued 
at 35 pfennig in Calcutta, and at 30–35 pfennig in Siam; around 30 
cowries therefore make a pfennig, showing that the cowrie price on the 
West African coast has been pushed lower than the one in India due to 
the tremendous influx of Maldivian and especially East African shells. 
One might assume that the individual cowrie represents such an insig-
nificant value that a division into even smaller change would not be nec-
essary. Yet, there is at least one such case to mention: in the city of Idah 
along the Niger, groundnuts were used as the smallest coinage, with 4–5 
groundnuts for one shell.42

The cowrie still dominates an extensive area today, as this brief over-
view has shown. But even in the areas it had to retreat from, it still exert-
ed a certain influence, especially in China, where the strung “cash” seems 
to be an imitation of strings of shells.43 Among the Shan in Burma, 
shell-shaped pieces of silver are in circulation, as was apparently once 
common in China as well.44 Gold replicas of cowries were identified by 
Volz on an Ethiopian necklace, and Klemm believes that the earliest 
Etruscan metal coins owe their unique shape to the fact that the cowrie 
shell was used as a model. Occasionally, the name of the shell still reflects 
a memory of its old value, as in the case of the Maroons of Surinam, 
where it is called papa moni (father of money).45

The mother-of-pearl shells that still circulate on the Caroline Islands 
of Yap are another type of shell-money that has not been processed at all 
or only minimally; the shells are polished on the outer side and pierced 
at the edges to be strung onto strings. Mother-of-pearl shells also tem-
porarily served as money in ancient China.46

The dentalium shells, which apart from being strung on threads were 
not further processed, served as a means of payment for Northwest 
Americans for a long time, until their value was pushed down to zero 
because Europeans imported them en masse. They used to be considered 
as adornments as well but after their devaluation they are now viewed 
exclusively as such.47

Though the ornamental character of mollusk shells is the founda-
tion of their monetary value, it is intriguing that, by far, not all beauti-
ful shells, which are perfectly suited and often used for ornamentation, 
transform into money. This is the case not only for unprocessed shells 
and snails; the effort of manufacturing those types of money that need 
to be produced by hard work often also seems to be a more important 
reason for their appreciation than the resulting outcome. The simple gray 
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or white diwara strings of the New Britons, for instance, are not particu-
larly attractive, at least to European eyes.

The most famous type of processed shell-money is the wampum of 
the North American natives, manufactured from Venus mercenaria and 
occasionally other shells. Depending on the part of the shell from which 
it was crafted, there was a more valuable red (blackish) version and a 
cheaper white variety. Small, polished pearls were arrayed onto strings. 
Wampum is especially peculiar because it not only served as jewelry and 
money but also, when embroidered onto belts in specific patterns, as a 
mnemonic device for messengers and orators, even as a chronicle of in-
dividual tribes. Furthermore, it was used as a talisman48 and as a symbol 
of war or peace.49

Apart from wampum, other types of American shell-money are men-
tioned, like those of certain Californian tribes;50 strings of shells were 
also commonly used as money in Venezuela51 and ancient Yucatan.52

The shell-money varieties of Melanesia and Micronesia form a group 
on their own, about which Finsch has so far provided the most compre-
hensive reports without, as a lot of new sources indicate, exhausting the 
object of investigation. The diwara, primarily found in Blanche Bay on 
New Pomerania, is made from Nassa callosa and consists of small disks 
threaded onto strings; a less popular shell-money known as apellä circu-
lates alongside it, and there also exists a “fake diwara” which is used only 
as a toy for children. On New Mecklenburg, a shell currency similar to 
diwara, called kokonon, is common in three varieties, while other types 
are present on the island’s southwest coast.53 In southwest New Guin-
ea, the tautau circulates, likely crafted from either Cassidula or Cypraea, 
pierced twice and threaded on strings; it is absent on the eastern tip, 
and instead we find strings of red and white shell disks and arm rings 
made from Conus. Tridacna arm rings are, by the way, also found on the 
Solomon Islands. The sanem used in Finschhafen closely resemble the 
tautau but seem to be made from a different shell type; along the Huon 
Gulf, strung shell disks circulated as valuable money. It should be added 
to Finsch’s information that shell monies of various types from the Sol-
omon Islands have recently come into ethnographic collections. Here 
too, we are dealing with strings of shell disks of which one can distin-
guish a red and a white variety; the former is worth ten times the latter 
on Ysabel Island. While these strings circulate as genuine money, they 
also serve as adornments, and at times the wives of chiefs, covered in all 
the shell-money of their husbands, display themselves to an astonished 
community.54 On the Fiji Islands, certain strings of shell are valued as 
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precious assets and heirlooms, though not exactly as proper money. In 
Micronesia, the old shell-money found on Yap is very similar to that 
which formerly circulated in the Marianas.55 Strings made of shell and 
coconut disks were used as adornments and money (tekaroro) on the Gil-
bert Islands and sporadically also on the New Hebrides.56 Moreover, in 
the East Indian Archipelago up to Borneo, strings of Nassa disks appear 
as ornaments and likely also circulated as money originally.57

Africa possesses a few other types of shell-money besides the cowrie. 
On Fernando Pó, there is one produced from Conus papilionaceus, whose 
individual pieces closely resemble the shape and circumference of larger 
silver coins,58 and in Angola (south of the Kwanza River) and Bengue-
la, we observe a type of money threaded on strings that comes from 
the hinterlands of Benguela and is made from the shells of land snails 
(Achatina monetaria and balteata); its strings are known as quirandas de 
Dongo.59
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chapter 10

Other Types of Ornament-Money

In comparison to shell-money, other forms of ornament-money are 
insignificant, except perhaps for glass beads, which, despite their Euro-
pean origin, have been adopted by many primitive societies and were 
transformed into a proper inside-money. The bead-money of the Palau 
Islands is older and its origins remain unclear; apparently it was also 
widespread on Yap in the past and only reached the Palau Islands from 
there, although it originally came from one of the East Asian civiliza-
tions according to Kubary.1 The cases of ancient bead-money in Africa 
remain mysterious and unmistakably point to ancient forms of trade. 
Especially numerous are the so-called “aggry beads” found on the coast 
of Guinea. Duncan mentions old beads in Togo that were worth their 
weight in gold, and, according to Isert, similar beads existed on the Gold 
Coast. In Katunga, north of Yoruba, they were sold in markets and had 
a very high price according to Lander.2 While the old beads are more to 
be considered a valuable property in these cases, they used to circulate 
as money along the Kru coast, with each piece worth a Spanish dollar. 
The Kru claimed that the beads were unearthed by their ancestors in the 
bush, and they were very skilled in distinguishing genuine beads from 
European imitations which were, unsurprisingly, also present.3 The idea 
that these beads grow in the soil is widespread on the West African 
coast, apparently because beads are often found when digging up the 
land and were possibly buried during ancient funerals and the like. Many 
superstitious beliefs surround these old ornamental objects and enhance 
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their value. They are worn as amulets and one gives children the powder 
of crushed beads to eat so that they grow faster, for example.

A second region in Africa with old bead ornaments is the southeast, 
a gold area like the West Coast, where most of the aggry beads are found 
in the districts rich in gold. That the gold trade brought these beads to 
Africa is thus extremely probable. Merensky recounts: “When we first 
visited the Basutho of the Northern Transvaal in the year 1860, the na-
tives soon drew our attention to a particular kind of pearl or coral, which 
was valued highly and worn almost exclusively by ruling chiefs and their 
wives, in particular a yellow and a black kind was in high esteem and 
often served as atonement money or as tribute money, through which 
the vice-chief won the favour or protection of the high chief. Never and 
nowhere could one buy these beads, indeed we were told that a man of 
low rank, if he possessed such beads, carefully kept them from the eyes 
of the intrusive, because he would otherwise have to fear that he could 
arouse the greed of the chiefs and would thus not be sure of his life 
anymore. All too soon we were asked if we perhaps knew a place in the 
world, where one could buy these gems, seeing that in South Africa one 
had apparently looked in vain for them among all the traders up to now. 
According to legend these beads originated from the land of Bonyae 
(situated to the east of Sofala, the old fable-rich Monomotapa). It is 
rumoured that in times gone by they were dug out of the earth there, but 
the hole, which was created through the excavations, had apparently col-
lapsed later, therefore they are now so scarce.”4 Endeman also mentions 
a type of bead of unknown origin, valued to the utmost by the Sotho in 
Transvaal.5

The presence of peculiar ancient beads, found not only in Africa but 
also in almost every part of the world, proves the significance that certain 
types of beads must have had for global trade in the past. Whether all 
these beads stem from a single source, perhaps from Egypt as Andree 
assumes, or whether most of them, as Tischler tries to show, are of Vene-
tian origin, remains an open question.6 They, in any case, represent one of 
the most important and curious traces of an ancient international trade, 
a type of “index fossil” of the globe’s economic history.*

* Schurtz’s phrasing—eine Art ‘Leitfossil ’ der Wirtschaftsgeschichte des Erd-
balls—makes use of two unique concepts. While geologists use an “index” 
or “guide fossil” as a proxy to identify geologic periods or faunal stages in the 
earth’s strata, the phrase Wirtschaftsgeschichte des Erdballs, “global economic 
history” or the “globe’s economic history” illustrates that Schurtz’s vision 
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Lately, beads, which can be strung and worn in the same way as many 
forms of shell-money, have begun to displace and substitute the latter in 
some places, like on the Gilbert Islands according to Finsch, while blue 
beads are replacing the old feather-money on the Santa Cruz Islands.7 In 
Africa, bead-money continues to spread, and the efforts of natives to es-
tablish a regular currency by favoring certain varieties are evident every-
where, although this is made more difficult by the mass introduction of 
new and seductive designs. Morgen found glass beads in the hinterland 
of Cameroon which were the preferred money of women managing the 
small trade with the caravans.8 An attempt by King Suuna of Uganda to 
sow glass beads unfortunately did not yield the anticipated result;9 how-
ever, one should not judge the king too harshly for this fallacy because 
the belief that beads are plant-based products and either grow in the 
soil, like the aforementioned aggry beads, or are harvested like fruits, is 
widely held in Africa. Lichtenstein, for example, could not convince the 
Xhosa that it was not true that beads were cultivated and harvested like 
grains among distant tribes, while Petherick was often blamed that his 
beads were “unripe” and did not yet have the right color.10

Beads made of clay and stone are also crafted by indigenous peo-
ple and widely used as ornaments but rarely as money. The magatamas 
(“curved gemstones”) of the prehistoric Japanese, which resemble the or-
naments of the Ainu, may have been a type of money. From the present 
word for money among the Seminole, Clay Maccaulay infers that they 
once used stone beads as a means of payment.11 Stone beads in the larg-
est format include the millstone-like and perforated aragonite blocks of 
the people of Yap, which, despite their bulkiness, are nothing more than 
exaggerated ornamental items; they correspond to the stone-money of 
the New Hebrides, made of rings of limestone or feldspar. Coote also 
mentions stone-money from the Solomon Islands, a type of ring made 
from a kind of marble (?)* that circulates as a coin but is also worn as a 
talisman on the chest.12

for economic history went beyond the then more common cultural his-
tories (Kulturgeschichte) of “civilization” or “world history” (Weltgeschichte), 
as it includes both prehistoric and ethnographic sources. Not until later in 
the twentieth century did a more systematic Wirtschaftsgeschichte der Welt 
or Geschichte der Weltwirtschaft emerge in Germany, which tended to use 
the term Welt, “world,” rather than Erdball or Erde, “globe” or “earth.”

* Schurtz probably added a question mark after marble, “Marmor (?)” be-
cause Coote (1883: 146) writes that the “coin” “seems to be a ring of 
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Gemstones and semi-precious stones are, of course, not to be omitted 
from the types of money, although they are more suitable to be used as 
valuables than as an actual circulating medium because of their extreme 
rarity. Jadeite served as valuable money in ancient China, while agate is 
still used for this purpose in Borneo. Agate beads imported from India 
also circulated in Kordofan and Darfur. Lenz found beads made from 
precious quartz varieties (agate, jasper, etc.) in Ujiji, used as a kind of 
money. Lastly, amazonite (nephrite) is worth mentioning, which among 
the Caribs seems to have fulfilled most of the functions of money. It was, 
for example, used to purchase slaves and circulated in sculpted forms 
resembling fish and the like.13

Teeth are a popular ornament and consequently have become prop-
er money here and there. This includes the rare circularly curved boar 
tusks that, along with dog teeth, function as money on the coast of Kai-
ser-Wilhelmsland.14 Dog teeth also circulate on the Solomon Islands of 
Florida and Ysabel, dolphin teeth on San Cristobal and Malaita, and 
boar tusks on the Banks Islands.15 Sperm whale teeth appear as money 
in Fiji and the Gilbert Islands,16 and elk teeth among North American 
natives.17

Tortoiseshell is certainly only appreciated for the fact that it is an ex-
cellent material for crafting ornamental objects, as the use of turtle shells 
for divination in ancient China alone could hardly have resulted in their 
inclusion among the measures of value in the Celestial Empire. In any 
case, it is, alongside shell strings, mentioned as one of the earliest forms 
of money in China. Tortoiseshell-money, threaded onto strings, previ-
ously circulated on the Marianas; it was allowed to be produced only at a 
single location, and at the same time it served as a commemorative token 
which further increased its value.18

Feathers from certain birds may have been used as money in the past 
more frequently than can be established at present; the extraordinary 
appreciation of some feathers in Polynesia and amongst the ancient civ-
ilizations of Central America seems to suggest this. A genuine feath-
er-money still circulates on the Melanesian island of Santa Cruz, con-
sisting of the small red feathers that can be found under the wings of a 
parrot species. Smaller feathers are glued onto larger ones and the latter 
are then tied together in such a way that only the red remains visible, 

marble.” However, as Coote then also calls it a bakiha, we know that he 
meant the notable fossil giant clam shell (Tridacna gigas) carved into a 
doughnut-shape ring (Richards 2010: 99).
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creating larger continuous pieces whose length determines their value. 
During festivities, the feather-money is unfolded and used to adorn the 
dancing area. It seems that it is no longer being produced, because Coote 
only found older pieces whose scarlet color was quite faded on the sur-
face. A similar type of feather-money circulates on the Banks Islands, 
and the red fur from beneath the ears of flying foxes was used in the 
same way on the Loyalty Islands.19 The red feathered scalp of a wood-
pecker, which served the Karuk in California as money alongside shell 
strings, also belongs to this category. According to Harnier, the Bari on 
the Upper Nile also have a type of feather-money, the only example of 
its kind from Africa.20

In agreement with older Chinese sources, Marco Polo mentions cor-
als as the money of Tibetans.21 Among the many money substitutes in 
the western Sahel, genuine corals appear as well; unfortunately, the term 
“coral” is indiscriminately used for both glass beads and actual corals in 
early reports, which makes it difficult to establish the facts.*

Amber is also popular as money in the Sahel, but in this case, many 
errors arise from the vague use of the word ambre in French sources and 
in the compilations drawing from them, because real ambergris appears 
as a valued money substitute in the same area as well, partly because of its 
fragrance and partly because it is (like camphor) a sought-after healing 
substance. Amber undeniably circulated as money in Bambouk, where 
it was exchanged against the gold produced there; in Bornu, one could 
formerly use it to purchase goods in the local market.22

Even cosmetic products circulated as currency, such as antimony 
powder, which is very popular in the central Sahel, and some time ago 
red ochre in Usambara.23

Ornamental forms of money were probably more varied and numer-
ous in the past than they are today, given that a large part of humanity has 
since adopted the monetary systems of European or Asian civilizations. 
Especially ornament-money, the most genuine form of inside-money, 

* The circulation of corals in Tibet is well established and linked to the 
history of and devotional practices of Buddhism. Yet, coral-money is a 
neglected topic of historical research even though it was, along with sil-
ver, exported from Europe to Africa and to Asia for many centuries. This 
neglect is partly caused by an overlap with the growing research on glass 
beads, because of the confusion between coral beads, glass beads, and 
“pearls” in historical sources (Vogel 2012; for Africa, see Ogundiran 2009: 
377; Pallaver 2016; Green 2019: 152–55).
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easily perishes when a lively external trade emerges, and what we can 
observe today might therefore just be remnants of previously more com-
mon phenomena. Unfortunately, prehistoric finds offer little insight into 
the problem of the monetary system because it is rarely possible to find 
out whether various ancient ornaments simultaneously served as money 
or not. In the case of the seashells that reached deep into the interior of 
prehistoric Europe, however, it is quite plausible.
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chapter 11

Metal as Ornament and Money

While most varieties of ornament-money gradually lose their signifi-
cance, one of them, metal-money, asserts its ground all the more and 
finally pushes its competitors out of the field. This development is not 
easily traced, as many types of metal-money belong to the category of 
use-money while others stand ambiguously between ornament- and 
use-money; however, if one keeps in mind the double origin of the mon-
etary system, the main characteristics of this development can be deter-
mined with certainty.

The English-American theory of utilitarianism, which tries to attrib-
ute all pleasure derived from ownership to the practical use of property 
and truly embodies the cultural perspective of the Anglo-Saxon race, 
can only understand metals as exceptional resources in the struggle for 
existence, as convenient materials used to make tools, weapons, and ma-
chines. The fact that some less useful metals are particularly valued seems 
to be caused by their scarcity alone. But when we look at prehistoric 
remains or at the conditions in the African interior, it turns out that 
primitive societies make it very difficult for us to decide on whether 
they value metals more for their utility or because the most brilliant and 
durable ornaments can be produced from them. The amount of metal 
shaped into ornaments almost always far outweighs the amount trans-
formed into practical tools. Turning our attention to civilized nations, 
we find that the inclination towards metallic adornments and pompous 
ceremonial artifacts has not decreased but that they have just become 
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more selective with regard to the material, so that one no longer wants to 
wear jewelry made from iron or copper but instead from more beautiful, 
rarer, and therefore more precious, noble metals. The assumption that 
metal-money initially established itself due to its ornamental proper-
ties, and therefore is a true and proper inside-money, is thus certainly 
justified. It is worth recalling how often money made of either noble or 
base metals appears in the form of large and small rings which can serve 
as adornment for arms or fingers and can be strung together or sewn 
onto garments just as easily. Among the Germanic people of the North, 
precious metals seem to have circulated almost exclusively in ring form 
for a long time, and one produced smaller pieces by breaking these rings, 
as evidenced by the honorific title “Ring-breaker,” which was given to 
generous rulers. Rings of gold and silver were also substituted for minted 
money in ancient Egypt. In gold-rich regions of West Africa, such as 
Bambouk, mined gold is, even today, immediately shaped by smiths into 
rings and other ornaments and is brought into circulation only in this 
form.1 In Timbuktu, too, gold circulated in the form of rings and other 
women’s jewelry but the weight of gold served as the measure of value.2 
The Funj in the Upper Nile region still used gold rings instead of coins 
in the first half of the nineteenth century.3

Where metals are rare, those that are not precious are used for adorn-
ment as well. Towards the end of the Bronze Age, even iron appears 
to have first established itself as an ornamental metal among European 
societies, and the vast amounts of brass and copper wire imported into 
Africa also are not designed for practical use but are almost exclusively 
fashioned into ornaments. However, before this, they circulated in many 
parts of Africa as real money: brass wire especially along the middle 
Congo and in East Africa, brass rings among the Lemba in Transvaal 
and elsewhere,4 and small iron chains, wrought by local blacksmiths, 
among the Maasai.5

Regarding the noble metals, there can be no doubt that their suitabil-
ity for jewelry and ornamental instruments forms the basis of their value, 
to which their rarity is added as a complementary factor. When one does 
not consciously keep this in mind, especially when considering the mon-
ey of European civilizations, it is all too easy to lose the ground under 
one’s feet and drift into theories that are attractive for their simplicity but 
lack a sound foundation. Metal-money made from noble metals is not a 
pure sign-money; it is at the same time a valuable commodity, the value 
of which depends on supply and demand. In its mature form, it therefore 
in itself embodies the fusion of inside-money with outside-money, of 
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the sign of value and valuable property with the means of exchange. The 
nations that use precious metals as money, moreover, form a closed group 
within which, at least temporarily, a conventional agreement about the 
value of their money has to be reached, while realizing that the minted 
money is valued as a mere commodity and ornament outside of the group. 
Since a large part of humanity has not at all or has only incompletely 
adopted the European monetary system, this fact is of the greatest sig-
nificance. East Asia and India have consistently absorbed large amounts 
of silver which has kept the price of silver relatively high despite its sub-
stantial levels of production. Other regions, like the eastern Sahel, in the 
past also drew in considerable amounts of silver.6

This uneven attraction to precious metals is directly caused by the 
initial and most immediate form of appreciation of them, which is the 
aesthetic one. Fundamentally, it remains a matter of personal or popular 
taste whether one prefers to use silver or gold for ornamentation, and 
if gold triumphs in the European monetary system, it owes its victory 
not so much to its greater scarcity but to the prevalent sense of taste. In 
remote areas almost uninfluenced by the currents of European culture, 
the appreciation of these precious metals may be reversed, and indeed 
gold may even be totally refused while only silver is accepted in trade 
and crafted into jewelry. Elsewhere, a conventional taste favoring silver 
does not permit such a rapid and thorough devaluation of silver as is 
possible in the civilized European states, and as a result, these regions 
retain the ability to absorb silver in greater quantities than gold. As we 
are not talking about small corners of the globe here but about densely 
populated and vast territories, such as East Asia and India, the repercus-
sions for the European monetary market are quite remarkable. Karl von 
Scherzer has resolutely pointed this out. “Since both metals,” he says, 
“aside from serving as coinage, are primarily used for luxury purposes, 
changing fashions may have a decisive influence on the fluctuating pur-
chasing power between the two monetary representatives; an influence 
to which little attention is paid in the heated debates about the currency 
question. In the earliest periods of their use, silver was more sought after 
and more popular (though not priced higher) than gold, and in England, 
a law existed until the Stuart Restoration stating that no one should be 
obligated to accept gold as legal tender in amounts less than 20 pounds 
sterling. In our time, East Asia and Africa also display a greater prefer-
ence for the inferior metal.”7

A few examples can show that even today a pronounced preference 
for silver frequently exists even though the appreciation of gold has 
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increased in some regions. In China, for example, it seems that gold was 
hardly in circulation in earlier times, as local Chinese merchants did 
not accept gold at all during the period when the Spanish took over the 
Philippines but only silver, while at present gold does possess purchas-
ing power in China.8 In South Asia, for centuries and until today, silver 
has been valued slightly higher than it is in Europe.9 Hecquard claims 
that the Fulbe in Fouta Djallon (West Africa) prefer silver over gold,10 
and even in Morocco, gold is often rejected and only silver currency is 
accepted.11

This corresponds to the Germanic border tribes’ preference for Ro-
man silver coins about which Tacitus reports.12 Such cases might partly 
be explained by the fact that the risk of being deceived by counterfeit 
coins is greater and more serious with gold than silver; but the incli-
nation to use silver specifically for ornaments is undeniably a decisive 
factor. Within the entire realm of Islam, gold jewelry very much retreats, 
it must always be removed during prayer, and pious believers, therefore, 
do not wear it at all.13 The effect of this preference on the price of pre-
cious metals is remarkable. However, there are still local differences; for 
instance, gold jewelry is virtually absent in the western Sahel despite the 
latter’s proximity to the gold countries of the West Coast, whereas it is 
common in Wadai.14

With the aid of a few examples, it can also be demonstrated that the 
coined money of Europe is always initially perceived as, or converted 
into, jewelry by primitive societies, which causes a greater or lesser por-
tion of circulating money to consistently flow out of Europe, depriving 
it of its original purpose. In the hinterland of Togo, newly introduced 
German silver-money has frequently been accepted as payment but after 
that it does not circulate further and is instead used to make silver jew-
elry; even the nickel-money vanished from circulation for similar rea-
sons.15 Lander observed that European silver coins were used as jewelry 
in Nupe, and in East Africa the silver-money of the German East Africa 
Company is occasionally accepted as payment but soon reworked into 
jewelry or buried, and it has only really circulated on the coast; likewise, 
European silver coins are often transformed into jewelry along the lower 
Congo River.16* In Java, significant amounts of Dutch silver-money are 

* Part of the Borgu Emirate, Nupe was the farthest navigable point on the 
Niger River reached by an expedition of the British navy in the 1820s. The 
report about this expedition (Lander 1832, 2:77) describes the overvalua-
tion of the European coins: “We brought a quantity of new shillings with 
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annually reworked into jewelry and ornaments, while for crafting gold 
articles, they prefer the reddish English gold coins over the pale yellow 
Dutch ones.17 The same holds true for large areas of the Dutch coloni-
al possessions; the Papuans at the Berau Gulf, for instance, also accept 
Dutch coins willingly and make jewelry out of them.18 Even in Persia, a 
part of metal-money disappears from commerce because it is reworked 
into ornaments, and, as a result, Russian coins pour into the country as 
a substitute.19 In Tibet, Indian rupees seem to have been initially intro-
duced and worn only as jewelry, until they came to be favored over the 
frequently forged Chinese silver and were allowed to circulate as actual 
coins.20 And in Yemen, Maria Theresa thalers are not only the most im-
portant national currency but also a popular ornament.21

It hardly needs to be noted that coins were often, and here and there 
still are, used as jewelry in Europe. The delight derived from adorning 
oneself often aligns with the desire to wear one’s valuable possessions 
on the body to constantly keep a close eye on one’s wealth. The Indian 
women of the poorer classes do not bear the burden of being overloaded 
with silver jewelry out of sheer vanity but also out of prudence; similarly 
Moorish merchants, according to Maltzan, always wear a large portion 
of their capital in the form of valuable jewelry.22 Such unproductive in-
vestment of capital is typical of all countries whose populations live in 
uncertain political circumstances, and of the Orient above all: “The con-
dition of all wealth is that it can be moved quickly,” says Moltke along 
similar lines and very aptly, while pointing to the Oriental preference for 
jewelry.23 In medieval Europe as well, a tendency prevailed to store up all 
fortunes in the form of jewelry and pompous ceremonial artifacts which 
could be melted down as needed, but this was only true as long as the 
art of goldsmiths was less developed and the value of the object’s form 
was not taken into account.24 The tragic conflict between this old habit 
and the demands of an emerging art, which saw its painstakingly crafted 
masterpieces mercilessly melted down in times of war, was romanticized 
poetically by Chamisso.*

us from England, which are vastly admired by all classes of people here, 
on account of their shining property; and whilst the Spanish dollar sells 
for fifteen hundred cowries only, one of these little pieces is purchased 
willingly at a thousand. Each of these coins is attached to a ring, and worn 
on the finger of a lady as an ornament.”

* Schurtz does not provide a concrete reference but most probably refers 
to the poem Ein Kölner Meister zu Ende des XIV. Jahrhunderts (“A Master 
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When minted money disappears from circulation in this way, the 
most troubling difficulties arise for commerce and for the life of the 
people in general. Spain, which was virtually flooded with precious met-
als after the discovery of America, still experienced a severe shortage in 
the supply of coins, because a large portion of these metals immediately 
flowed abroad due to the unfavorable trade balance, while another por-
tion was processed and hoarded in the homes of the wealthy as well as 
in churches and monasteries.25* In response, Philip III issued an edict in 
1600 that not only prohibited the export of metal-money but also or-
dered that all gold and silver artifacts within the country be surrendered 
and minted into coins; when this failed to achieve the desired effect, an 
equally fruitless attempt was made to alleviate the situation by introduc-
ing a debased sign-money.26

The fact that European coins find it relatively difficult to gain ac-
ceptance as a regular means of payment in primitive societies is closely 
related to the inclination to use precious metals for ornamental purposes 
and to regard the form in which these circulate in commerce as unim-
portant. Weighing indeed allows for more than just a precise determi-
nation of value; in some ways this method is even preferable to our own, 
which allows worn coins to circulate at par alongside newly minted ones. 
Above all, weighing does not permanently fix the value ratios between 
the different monetary metals and thus better preserves money’s inher-
ent quality as a medium of exchange as well as its transactability, and 
thereby prevents too painful feelings about shifts in relative value. This 
also explains why even civilized nations have sometimes only hesitantly 
decided to adopt money coined from precious metals, or even avoided it 

from Cologne at the End of the 14th Century”) by the German romantic 
Adelbert von Chamisso (1882: 376). The poem narrates the story of how 
a master craftsman, celebrated for his skill and artistry, is asked by a prince 
to craft a unique gold table meant to immortalize the craftsman’s legacy. 
However, upon its completion, a dispute with another prince strains the 
prince financially, leading him to melt down the table to sell the gold. 
This devastates the craftsman, who retreats to the mountains, shunning 
worldly distractions.

* The drainage of silver from Spain often served as a cautionary tale in mer-
cantilist thought. For early modern political economy, and the later Ger-
man neomercantilists of the nineteenth century (Schefold 1996; Helleiner 
2021), the focus on gold and silver was essential and strategic as it aimed 
to keep one’s respective nation wealthy or wealthier in the face of foreign 
traders and vendors of luxury. 
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altogether. In ancient Rome, only silver was minted in notable amounts, 
while gold, despite being the primary means of payment, circulated in 
uncoined pieces and was weighed like any other commodity during 
transactions. To this day, China has only small change made from base 
metal and no official gold and silver coins. If the system of weighing, un-
like the assurance provided by the stamp of a reputable government, did 
not have the disadvantage of only being able to determine the quantity, 
but not the quality of the metal, it might have asserted itself even more 
tenaciously.

If no value is attached to the minting of coins but only to the quantity 
of metal, then the individual coins usually prove to be too large so that 
small quantities cannot be weighed with sufficient accuracy, and there is 
a general resort to break them into small and irregular pieces. This gives 
rise to hacksilver, the primary means of payment in many regions of the 
world, including previously in Eastern Europe and even in Germany, 
wherever Slavs resided within its borders.27 Large amounts of hacksilver 
also circulate in China alongside silver bars and Mexican dollars, reach-
ing westward to the borders with Russia.28 It was also previously found 
in South Asia.29 Meanwhile, Madagascar stands out as a completely in-
dependent small region with hacksilver.30

Once primitive societies recognize the merits of a particular minted 
coin, however, they cling to it with an iron-like insistence, since trust 
is based on the design of the coin that is, by convention, considered to 
be the only valid one. Perhaps the most peculiar example is the Ma-
ria Theresa thaler. Shortly after the coin’s first appearance, some pieces 
reached the Orient and the eastern Sahel, initially just as an adornment 
and possibly because the bust portrait of the opulently built empress ap-
pealed to oriental tastes.31* Gradually, the thaler spread to Abyssinia, the 
eastern and central Sahel, the East African coast beyond Zanzibar, and 
Western Arabia. The coin’s intricate details are well known and always 
considered during transactions. New coins with the old design are still 
minted en masse, especially in Vienna, and exported to Africa, but they 
often have to be artificially aged to be successfully handed over to the 
locals.32 To make smaller denominations, the thaler is cut into regularly 

* The common notion that it was the “bust” of the empress on the coin 
that made it popular is already found in the cited source of Samuel Baker 
(1868: 196), who writes of eastern Sudan: “the effigy of the empress, with 
a very low dress and a profusion of bust, is, I believe, the charm that suits 
the Arab taste.”
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divided pieces, which, unlike hacksilver, are obviously not weighed.33 The 
importation of thalers has recently been banned in Zanzibar and along 
the East African coast, and with the coin now largely demonetized, it is 
often only accepted at its pure silver value.

Other silver coins have also conquered a vast territory of circulation, 
notably the Mexican silver dollar and the Spanish thaler which is direct-
ly related to the large silver production of these countries. Recently, the 
Indian rupee has been making inroads on various fronts, including into 
East Africa and Tibet, where it is popular because Chinese merchants 
are known to deceive in the most shameless way when weighing silver.34* 
The rupee is also frequently divided into pieces.

In primitive societies, gold primarily circulates in regions where it 
is abundantly available and typically appears in the form of dust and 
grains, panned from the sands of rivers and streams and weighed during 
transactions. Here and there, gold has remained a mere commodity35 
but as a rule it swiftly and decisively joins the ranks of monetary in-
struments. When it does so, it often maintains a certain prestige and is 
typically not used to purchase large quantities of low-quality goods but 
only exchanged for particularly beautiful or precious things.36 Gold dust 
has apparently been a common form of money on the Gold Coast and 
in Ashanti since ancient times, with gold scales and weights displaying 
particularly interesting designs.37† Gold dust also circulates in Indone-
sia, China, and formerly in ancient Mexico as well. The so-called fetish 
gold of the Gold Coast, however, was cast into specific figures that most 
probably used to possess some mystical significance, thereby enhancing 

* The source cited by Schurtz refers to the use of rigged scales and adultera-
tions: “they prefer Indian rupees to this species of money in bulk; because 
the Chinese merchants constantly cheat them by having two different 
scales, which always tell in their own favour, and also by preparing a very 
bad alloy; not unnaturally, therefore [they] prefer actual coins, the weight 
and value of which they understand” (Bonvalot 1892: 108).

† Vier Jahre in Asante (“Four Years in Ashantee”) was published in the 1870s 
by two Basel missionaries. Schurtz refers to the second appendix which 
was not included in the English translation (Ramseyer and Kühne 1875; 
Jones 1991). The appendix provides a comprehensive account of gold units 
and denominations ranging from the equivalent of 1 pence to 8 pounds 
sterling. It also describes the intricate bronze weights and how buyers and 
sellers used their personal gold scales in the market. Notably, transactions 
involving the purchase of everyday items like fruits and vegetables includ-
ed the use of gold as well (see also Pietz 2022: 17–21).
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their value through their form. This did not prevent this particular gold 
from being heavily adulterated or from being broken into pieces for 
smaller payments.38

With regards to primitive contexts, copper must categorically be placed 
among the ornamental metals despite the fact that it is always also used 
for practical objects, which gives it a somewhat ambivalent status, and 
although the tremendous production of copper in civilized nations has 
extremely devalued it. The ancient Roman copper currency, even as it 
transitioned from weight-based to coined money, could not be sustained 
in the long run; the more the value of copper plummeted, the larger 
and larger the quantities became that were necessary to make payments, 
and it became less and less convenient to use the metal as a medium of 
exchange. In contrast, both indigenous and imported copper in various 
forms is still widely used as money in Africa; especially remarkable are 
the cross-shaped copper pieces from Katanga, which circulate as mon-
ey in a large part of the southern Congo basin and are known as han-
da, weighing between two to three pounds,39 as well as the copper rods 
which circulate around Stanley Pool according to Lenz, or the copper 
rings along the middle Congo, which European traders unsuccessful-
ly tried to substitute with imported copper-plated iron rings.40 Among 
the Azande, copper rings of various sizes crafted from rods circulated as 
small change.41 Because it was apparently too devalued, the iron-money 
which was common in Bonny on the West Coast has recently been re-
placed by a similarly shaped copper-money sourced from England, while 
the copper currency in Bornu was driven out by the silver thaler and 
cowries.42 The copper plates of the Northwest Americans have already 
been cited in a different context above. Knife-shaped copper-money is 
said to still exist in the Beijing area.43

What can be said of copper applies broadly, with the obvious excep-
tion of iron, to the other base metals that were or still are sporadically 
used as money in commerce, such as tin, which circulated in ring form 
in Darfur, in the form of plates in ancient Mexico, or was minted into 
coins in Java and some small areas of South Asia.44 Small sheets of zinc 
circulate in Cambodia45 as do lead coins in the shape of stars or flowers 
in Siam46 and zinc coins in China. Generally, the different base metals 
and their alloys have been extensively used to produce small coins in 
China and Indochina; in primitive societies, these coins then, however, 
only serve as ornaments.47

As an addendum to and inversion of the transformation of Europe-
an coins into ornaments, it should be noted that the coins of civilized 
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nations are often imitated by uncivilized tribes, perhaps because some-
thing mysterious and important is seen in them and the reason for their 
appreciation is not well understood. There are many such barbarian coins 
from classical antiquity; they were particularly common among the Ger-
manic tribes, serving as mere ornaments and maybe also as amulets.48 In 
recent times, South African natives have made crude replicas of English 
coins. As these do not actually circulate as money but are “stored away,” 
they are rather like valuable curiosities which chiefs occasionally give to 
their followers as gifts.49 Here, too, it is remarkable how metal-money, in 
primitive societies, has the tendency to revert to its ornamental origins.
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chapter 12

Clothes and Fabric-Money

While it is already uncertain whether monies crafted from base metals 
should belong to the concept of ornament-money or to that of use-mon-
ey, this uncertainty might be even more justified with respect to clothes 
and fabric-money. Clothes have been made to serve very different pur-
poses over time,1* most of which do not facilitate the transformation of 
fabrics into means of payment, but two specific purposes legitimately 
stand out in this regard: as clothes conceal the body and shield it from 
the elements, they are extremely useful and their utility determines their 
value; but as they provide the body, as it were, with a new surface the 
sight of which can either be pleasing or unappealing, and as adornments 
that once belonged directly to the body must now be represented on and 
through clothes, they become ornamental and subject to an apprecia-
tion of a totally different kind. Considering the immense significance 
of adornment in primitive societies, we can assume that the ornamental 
traits of clothes always play a more or less significant role when they 
are used as money. However, since the simplest kind of clothing-money, 
fur-money, has most clearly been developed among the tribes of the cold 

* In his habilitation thesis Grundzüge einer Philosophie der Tracht (“Ele-
ments of a Philosophy of Traditional Clothing,” 1891a), Schurtz develops 
a theory of the origin of shame and describes the connections between 
clothing, ornamentation, status, and gender. He shows how clothes are re-
lated to stages of individual life cycles as well as world religions and offers 
an overview of the international trade in textiles with a focus on Africa.
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zone, the appreciation of its practical value undoubtedly is of utmost 
importance in that case.

The practice of using the skins of highly valued fur-bearing animals 
as a means of payment surged wherever European trade began to exploit 
fur-rich regions. In many instances, the emergence of fur-money might 
indeed be attributed to this trade alone. This could be particularly true 
for Siberia where the natives had to pay tributes partly in furs2 but also 
among the North American natives where a proper fur-money likely 
came into being only through the fur trade as well, although rudimen-
tary forms might have existed before. While northern tribes used beaver 
pelts as their unit of value, southern tribes used those of raccoons;3 and 
the Missouri tribes tanned buffalo hides which were used as a measure 
of value and a means of exchange at least in their encounters with trad-
ers.4 The Northwest Americans, among whom the concept of money was 
more developed than among other tribes, considered sea otter pelts as a 
unit of value and the foundation of wealth, while the same can be said of 
reindeer hides among the Tlingit.5

Fur-money in its typical form once existed in Northern European 
societies, for instance in Scandinavia and among the Russians who, as 
already mentioned, put, instead of large and unwieldy furs, a sign-money 
into circulation that was made from small, stamped pieces of fur. On the 
Faroe Islands, sheepskin functioned as a kind of imaginary unit of value 
that was used for calculating, although the skins themselves did not cir-
culate physically.6

Where the influence of European culture on indigenous people in-
tensifies, the old fur clothing often disappears in colder areas and gives 
way to woolen blankets which are then not only used for bartering but 
also hoarded in great quantities by the natives as their most valuable 
property. In Northwest America, woolen blankets introduced by the 
Hudson Bay Company have displaced fur-money; there are four varie-
ties which are marked by points, with one of them acting as the unit of 
value used for calculation.7* Similar conditions are found among many 
Native American tribes in the United States.

* The “points” Schurtz refers to were lines woven on the side of woolen 
blankets to identify the size of a blanket, ranging from one-point (smallest 
and least valuable) to four-point (most valuable). According to Dawson 
(1880: 135), a “two-and-a-half point blanket,” valued at approximately 
$1.50 in 1878, served as a standard unit of value, the blanket, in the Hud-
son Bay Company’s territory in British Columbia and elsewhere.
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Nearly as primitive a clothing material as fur, bark only rarely appears 
as a type of money despite its broad distribution. Although tapa takes on 
many of the tasks of a typical inside-money in Polynesia, as it is accumu-
lated as valuable property as well as used for tribute and the payment of 
fines, it cannot be called money in the proper sense.8 Stuhlmann reports 
that small pieces of bark cloth once circulated as money in Uganda.9 As 
Uganda is an area where garments made from bark cloth prevailed orig-
inally and as it is possible to combine individual pieces into larger ones, 
this might in fact be a case of pure use-money. On the other hand, bark 
is so cheap that these small pieces might better be considered sign-mon-
ey. Cloths woven out of palm fibers, which used to circulate along the 
Loango coast and the lower Congo and were initially thought of as a 
type of use-money, also gradually became sign-money before disappear-
ing from commerce altogether.10

In regions where an actual textile industry developed and where 
fabrics are produced in large quantities, such as in ancient Mexico, the 
foundation for the emergence of fabric-money is laid. Among the oldest 
types of money in China are small pieces of linen and silk fabric of spe-
cific size, although later on neither are any longer mentioned as means 
of payment; cotton fabrics are still used as money only in Tibet and the 
most saleable are those that are stamped, that is, in a sense, minted by 
the Chinese customs administration.11* In ancient Japan, fabrics appear 
alongside grain as regular tax payments, as in ancient Mexico, and gifts 
of textiles are also mentioned as payments for poets; compulsory labor 
services could be canceled out by paying dues in cloth and rice.12 Wheth-
er these initial conditions led to true fabric-money remains an open 
question. At present, the most evident use of fabric-money occurs in 
the Sahel, mainly using a domestically produced cotton cloth alongside 
which cotton yarn occasionally makes an appearance. In Bornu, where 
originally a copper currency dominated, strips of cotton of a specific size 
were introduced as money, until cowrie shells were accepted as small 

* “Tibet” refers to the Tibetan Plateau in the work of Bonvalot (1889, 2: 
46), who traveled through the region: “At Osch [Osh, Kyrgyzstan] we 
shall also purchase cotton stuffs made at Kashgar and bearing the Chinese 
customs’ stamp, which is said to be the best medium of exchange. In de-
fault of cloth, the people of the Hindu-Kush, the Pamir, and the Wakhan, 
will also accept the silver bars called iamba, bearing the Chinese stamp.”
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change;13 red-dyed strips of cotton were once in circulation as money in 
Fezzan as well.14*

Along the West African coast, even Europeans often used the local 
fabrics as a means of exchange and a measure of value because they were 
cheaper and more popular than European textiles. The natives in this 
region indeed display a resolute inclination to consistently hold onto 
those familiar fabrics, the value of which they are clearly aware; thereby 
endowing them with one of the main traits of an ideal money: a stable 
market value. The Moors in northern Senegambia accept, for instance, 
only the dark blue Indian calicoes (pieces de Guinée) as payment for their 
gum and can distinguish it from all imitations by its smell.15 In the cen-
tral and western Sahel, we come across the peculiarity that it is often not 
just pieces of fabric of a certain size that circulate but rather finished gar-
ments, especially the shirt-like toben, which is the national dress of the 
Islamic population there.† Among the Missouri tribes in America, pants 
are one of the measures of value as are war cloaks among the Maasai and 
boots in Tibet.

In earlier times, European woven fabrics occasionally served as mon-
ey within the countries they originated from, such as, for instance, linen 
pieces on Rügen and woolen and other textiles in Scandinavia; the easily 
divisible cloth-money became a popular form of small change alongside 
livestock-money throughout the Nordic countries, with the ell length of 
a standard cloth becoming a kind of monetary unit to which other types 
of cloth, livestock, and pieces of unminted metal stood in a stable value 
ratio. However, European fabrics gained their significance as measures 
of value only when they were introduced to less civilized tribes through 
trade, especially among African indigenous peoples. Cotton fabrics are 

* This reference (Stüwe 1836: 113) points to fabric money in Fezzan, south-
western Libya, specifically during the period of the Abbasid Caliphate 
and cites an account from 1067 indicating that strips of cloth temporarily 
replaced coins due to a shortage of the latter.

† Schurtz does not offer a reference here, but when he discusses shirts (to-
ben) as money in his article on “Clothing as Money” (1890a: 889, 911) he 
cites Barth (1857, 3:75) and Nachtigal (1889: 11). Barth mentions that he 
was able to “buy everything” with “white Bornu shirts” in the Kanem-Bor-
nu empire, while Nachtigal adds that tributes paid to the Bornu empire 
sometimes included “dark blue Indigotoben.” Several English and German 
sources of the period also use the term “tobes” or Toben to refer to the kaf-
tan-like black cloths produced in the Muslim Yoruba kingdom of Nupe, 
Nigeria.
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the medium of exchange that is least likely to be rejected, probably be-
cause the concepts of use-money and ornament-money are most inti-
mately combined and mutually reinforce each other in this case. As soon 
as the ornamental element starts to dominate their appreciation, capri-
cious shifts in fashion emerge, which only gradually transform into the 
more durable form of custom—obviously even more slowly the more 
plentiful and manifold the foreign fabrics flowing into a country are. 
As already noted, we everywhere observe the ambition to separate out 
certain fabrics as stable measures of value and to withdraw them from 
the variable judgment of taste, thereby creating a proper fabric-money. 
In Unyamwezi, for example, many kinds of fabrics are traded, but only 
the type known as “Bombay” circulates as money.16

Clothes are also able to express a person’s rank and importance. This 
aspect seems to have contributed to the idea in oriental societies that the 
possession of many garments symbolizes power and wealth, and when 
rulers, along these lines, hoarded vast reserves of garments and gifted 
them to their followers, they gave clothes a new value and used them as 
a kind of money. Old Armenian sources refer to the administrator of the 
magician’s robes as well as to the administrator of the clothes of Segestàn 
as court officials;17* the Bible speaks of the “keeper of the wardrobe” and 
in the Book of Job, we find the phrase: “Though he (the atheist) heaps up 
silver like dust and clothes like piles of clay, what he lays up the righteous 
will wear, and the innocent will divide his silver.”18

* Segestàn or Seïstân was a province of the Parthian Empire in Persia, near 
the Helmand River. Friedrich Spiegel (1878: 636) cites a fifth-century 
Armenian historian called Faustus the Byzantine for the idea that “closely 
related to the administration of the treasury are also the administrators 
of clothes, of which the Armenians name two: the chief of the Magerk 
clothes (Faustus 4, 47) and the chief of the clothes of Segestàn.”
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chapter 13

Use-Money 
Food and Stimulants

The entire evolution of inside-money shows that objects of purely prac-
tical use will only be embraced as inside-money as an exception, least 
of all those that satisfy the most immediate needs of human existence: 
food. It can, however, be posited that the broad category of use-mon-
ey also includes some types of food, because food will either partially 
or completely drop out of common ownership following the develop-
ment of the concept of property, after which edible items can be used 
as outside-money as much as any other commodity. The number would 
be even greater if food was not perishable and if many types of food 
were not so ill-suited for small-scale hand-to-hand transactions, not to 
mention the inevitable contamination caused by this, which children 
and indigenous people quite guilelessly overlook. In any case and like 
all types of use-money, food has an intrinsic value which, under cer-
tain circumstances, prompts members of civilized nations to invest their 
wealth in consumable things or other commodities instead of holding 
onto the devalued sign-money of a bankrupt state. This happened in 
Sweden during the introduction of their notorious sign-money, as well 
as in France during the time of the swindler [ John] Law, and again dur-
ing the French Revolution when assignats became wastepaper.1 Mr. von 
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Grimm whose agent did not receive the news in time got nothing but a 
Brussels lace collar for several hundred thousand francs in assignats, as 
noted by Goethe.*

In his unusual treatise, “The Closed Commercial State,” Fichte rec-
ommends the introduction of a pure sign-money for his self-sufficient 
ideal state but proposes grain as the measure of value.2 He could have 
referred to the fact that grain has indeed often been used in this way, as 
well as in the form of an actual transactable currency such as in Denmark 
and elsewhere in Northern Europe in former times. The remuneration 
of certain officials, especially the clergy, often still consists of grain and 
other food which is only gradually replaced by money; in China, a large 
portion of taxes are collected in the form of rice, which in turn is paid 
out to officials as part of their salary (about half of it during the previous 
century).3

Livestock and grain were the most important monetary instruments 
of the Javanese in older times;4 maize kernels circulated as small change 
in Mexico;5 durra [sorghum], measured by hand or in containers, was 
used as money in Suakin and other parts of the eastern Sahel, with port 
fees also levied in durra.6 In eastern Indonesia, sago replaces grain and 
also serves as a means of payment, formerly, for example, in the Moluc-
cas7 and currently still in the Gulf of Papua.8†

Among tree fruits, dates have to be mentioned, which are occasion-
ally used as small change in Persia and Somaliland,9 and walnuts which 
often have to serve as small change in Tibet.10 Food of animal origin 

* Schurtz most likely refers to Goethe’s autobiographical diary from 1801 
(1868, 23:79), specifically to an entry mentioning the author and art critic 
Friedrich Melchior, Baron von Grimm, who grieved about his financial 
loss. Goethe adds that, before the complete devaluation of the assignats, 
people had converted them to tangible goods, such as rice or candles. The 
history of French paper-currency experiments is discussed extensively in 
the literature, in particular the assignats backed by land during the French 
Revolution and the numerous early eighteenth-century financial pro-
jects of John Law, including the fractional reserve private bank, Banque 
Générale, and the shares issued by the Mississippi Company that led to a 
financial bubble which bankrupted the Banque (Schumpeter 1954: 281–
83; Kindleberger 1984: 96–100).

† Edelfelt, a manager of Burns Philp Trading Station Motu Motu in the 
1880s and Schurtz’s source on the Gulf of Papua, describes how Motu 
people used sago to pay for goods, particularly for cooking utensils, from 
foreign traders on ships.
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generally spoils even more easily than plant products but some have been 
temporarily established as a monetary instrument, such as stockfish in 
Iceland where it formed a measure of value alongside an ell of fabric,11 
cheese in Lapland, and, among other things, chicken eggs.12

Nonessential foods or stimulants are used as money far more fre-
quently than basic foodstuffs. Just like fabric-money, the types of mon-
ey that arise in this way are not pure use-money, which explains the 
immense preference for them. Just as hoarded ornaments seem to trig-
ger endless visions of joy, so too do abundantly available stimulants 
which are not supposed to satisfy mere needs and whose possession 
therefore, more easily than the possession of other things, awakens a 
sense of wealth and freedom. A well-stocked wine cellar has a dif-
ferent effect on the imagination than one that is ten times larger but 
full of potatoes and turnips. This is why money made from stimulants 
maintains its relevance with much tenacity or revives itself time and 
again. The term Trinkgeld [“tip,” literally “drink-money”] which has 
been reduced to signify nothing more than a semi-voluntary payment 
for services already suggests that it was originally supposed to replace 
the gift of an actual drink and that it was still assumed that the recip-
ient would soon convert the money into some kind of liquor. Lately it 
can be observed everywhere that cigars, which are sufficiently durable, 
easily transportable, and almost always welcome stimulants, are being 
given out in place of Trinkgeld. Tobacco is also the most favored type 
of small change in many societies that have come under European in-
fluence, such as sticks of tobacco in Australia and the South Sea, where 
they are only refused on the Admiralty Islands.13 Schweinfurth’s illus-
trations show African tobacco-money,14 bricks of tobacco circulate as 
money on Nias,15 and tobacco leaves in the hinterland of Liberia.16 The 
fact that tobacco sometimes substituted for the scarce small change 
in the early United States, and was even legal tender in Virginia, is 
detailed by Ilwof.17

Another monetary instrument is, unfortunately, liquor which, pri-
marily introduced by Europeans, represents more than a mere trade good 
particularly in West Africa. Alongside cotton fabrics, it serves as the 
general means of payment along the Loango coast. According to Falk-
enstein, an egg costs a full glass of rum in the dry season and half a glass 
in the rainy season; a goat is priced at 4–6 pieces of cloth and 2–3 bottles 
of rum (750 ml each).18 This phenomenon has, by the way, a parallel in 
East Asia: the Japanese supply the Ainu on Ezo with large amounts of 
rice wine and use it for all minor payments to the natives, who are not 
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allowed to be in possession of metal-money. The Ainu therefore give the 
rice wine the ironic name “official milk.”19

The even more destructive opium seems to circulate as money on 
Hainan.20 Far more widespread is the harmless tea brick which is pro-
duced in China and serves both as a stimulant and as money in Tibet 
and Mongolia; for the latter purpose, it is sometimes divided into small-
er pieces.21 At the time when the Jesuit missions were flourishing, Par-
aguay tea was a substitute for money in Paraguay and also used to pay 
taxes.22 It has already been noted that cocoa beans were a popular small 
change among the Central Americans in pre-Columbian times, and it 
has to be mentioned that betel nuts in the East Indies and kola nuts in 
the Sahel replace money occasionally. It is symptomatic that the kola nut 
remains the most popular gift even in areas where it does not have an 
actual money value, suggesting that it most probably developed out of a 
gratuity [Trinkgeld] to form a proper small change.

Spices seem rarely to be used as money and can mostly be found in 
the central Sahel where Nachtigal observed that red pepper, kimba, on-
ions, and garlic served as small change; Stewart mentions bitter almonds 
as the smallest denomination in the western Sahel.23* Only one spice 
forms a splendid exception: salt. The need for salt among people whose 
main diet consists of vegetables, especially among the Blacks of Africa, is 
so great that it has given rise to migrations and wars, and people attempt, 
in many different ways, to make common salt or a substitute for it from 
the ashes of certain plants and even from cattle dung.24 Salt is there-
fore an extremely popular commodity all over Africa but it only serves 
as money in the proper sense in specific regions, notably in Abyssinia 
where it is commercialized in whetstone-like pieces; it is wrapped with a 
strip of bark that, so to speak, represents its minting. During his stay in 
Abyssinia, Álvares found this salt-money already serving as the national 
currency, which, unsurprisingly, gained a higher value the further one 
moved away from the place of production.25 This is a trait that salt-mon-
ey shares with all outside-money that is sourced from a specific region 
and can therefore only dominate a certain area surrounding its place of 
production beyond which the transport costs excessively inflate the price 
of the substance or competition from other points of production makes 

* Gustav Nachtigal (1971, 4:38–39) refers to the area around Lake Fitri in 
Chad, where the means of exchange were “red Sudan pepper, kimba, salt, 
cowrie shells and beads, [and] onions and garlic are also used.” Kimba is 
also known as “Senegal,” “Ethiopian pepper,” or “Grains of Selim.” 
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itself felt. Where a block of salt is highly valued, the phrase “he eats salt” 
has become common and expresses the idea that “he is wealthy or lives 
off his money.”26 Salt blocks are also a popular money in the western 
Sahel and the Sahara. In Samatiguila, a slave could be purchased for 
thirty pieces.27 Salt is also the preferred means of exchange in southern 
Wadai.28 Whetstone-like salt pieces woven in reed, similar to those in 
Abyssinia, are used as money by the Kisama in Angola, while Lenz men-
tions salt as a measure of value among the Fang.29

Marco Polo gave a detailed report about a type of salt-money that 
circulated alongside uncoined gold in southwestern China: “They have 
salt which they boil and set in a mould flat below and round above, and 
every piece from the mould weighs about half a pound. Now, 80 moulds 
of this salt are worth one saggio of fine gold, which is a weight so called. 
… On the money so made the Prince’s mark is printed; and no one is 
allowed to make it except the royal officers. And merchants take this 
currency and go to those tribes that dwell among the mountains of those 
parts in the wildest and most unfrequented quarters; and there they get a 
saggio of gold for 60, or 50, or 40 pieces of this salt money, in proportion 
as the natives are more barbarous and more remote from towns and civ-
ilized folk.”30 Petrus Martyr reports about salt-money circulating around 
the Caribbean Sea during the age of exploration.31*

* Peter Martyr d’Anghiera was an Italian chronicler in the service of Spain 
whose De orbe novo (“On the New World”) published in 1530 describes 
the earliest contacts during this early colonial period.
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chapter 14

Iron-Money

The mass production of iron by the civilized nations of Europe has de-
pressed the value of the most useful of all metals extremely, so that the 
thought of using it as money must seem almost grotesque to us. How-
ever, in many indigenous societies, it is still rare and precious enough to 
be used for this purpose and is indeed a very widespread and popular 
money. Primitive iron-money appears in the most varied forms, which 
can, however, easily be classified into two major groups: The first group 
includes differently shaped pieces of iron, such as bars, rods, and the 
like, which embody only the metal value and whose shape somewhat 
substitutes for a minting process; to the second group belong the iron 
tools that serve a practical purpose and circulate as money at the same 
time, so that the blacksmith’s work increases the metal value. Since these 
tools can easily be recast into other shapes, they prove to be a very suit-
able medium of circulation, preferable to the actual bars. Despite their 
high estimation, both groups of iron-money are to be categorized as 
use-money even if the concept becomes ambiguous at times. The few 
examples of iron ornament-money that can still be observed today do 
not, of course, belong here.

Although Africa is the main region of iron-money today, it also fre-
quently circulated in Europe during antiquity. The ancient Greek ὀβολος 
[obolos] was originally an iron rod or maybe a spearhead, in any case a 
distinctly shaped iron-money, which was displaced by silver-money ear-
ly on. It was only retained in the conservative Sparta, striving to close 
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itself from the outside, but it declined into a type of sign-money and 
regressed from an originally widely used means of payment into a typical 
inside-money whose use value was completely destroyed by a specific 
treatment of the iron.1 Furthermore, it soon changed form and received 
the more convenient disk shape of other coins. Among the Britons, Cae-
sar found iron and copper rods as money.2

On Asian soil, iron-money in the form of elongated flat rods is still 
found today in Cambodia. In the past, the Chinese government also 
issued iron-money because there was a lack of copper but it was re-
placed by the easier to handle paper-money.3 These iron coins, which, by 
the way, are still found in Tibet today, are best assigned to the group of 
sign-money.4 Iron coins, likely inspired by the Chinese case, also circu-
lated in ancient Japan.

Africa’s extraordinary wealth in iron ore might be the main reason 
why the iron industry has spread throughout almost all of Africa, while 
so many other seeds of civilization either withered away or only devel-
oped in a stunted form in this barren region. However, ore resources 
are not evenly distributed, so the rewarding task of spreading the indis-
pensable metal to all places falls to trade, which ultimately elevates iron 
to the rank of outside-money and even of money in the full sense of 
the word. Yet, we should consider the fact that in various regions many 
blacksmiths have to pay their taxes in the form of iron tools. This prac-
tice serves as a starting point for the development of inside-money.5 It 
is not possible here to cite, let alone to critically examine, the countless 
references to African iron-money but it is also not necessary because we 
do not aim to provide a very detailed picture of its geographical distribu-
tion. The most important and best corroborated cases shall be highlight-
ed, making use of the abovementioned division into two groups.

Burckhardt reports that raw pieces of iron circulated as money in 
Kordofan, while, according to Rüppell’s information, a government-is-
sued iron-money circulated which had a shape more or less similar to a 
small anchor.6* Iron rods were the most important measures of value in 

* Rüppell (1829: 139) refers to El-Obeid in the state of North Kordofan 
founded by the pashas of Ottoman Egypt in 1821. Prior to this, the re-
gion was under the rule of a Melik who had established his residence 
there. Both the Melik and the subsequent Ottoman administration issued 
the currency in question. The three-inch miniature hooks, referred to as 
Haschasch, were used for smaller transactions in the area (see also Schurtz 
1900a: 133–39).
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Senegambia, where the term bar expressed the quantity of any commod-
ity the value of which corresponded to that of an iron rod: twenty rolls 
of tobacco leaves were referred to as “a bar of tobacco,” and a gallon of 
spirits, likewise, as a “bar of rum.”7 Here, in a very interesting way, one of 
those originally real, then imaginary, measures of value developed, as al-
ready mentioned above (p. 91): the bar, like the similar bar in Sierra Le-
one, gradually lost its original meaning and European merchants finally 
equated it with the value of two shillings. Another type of iron-money 
was used on the Gold Coast, “a sort of large iron pin with a semicir-
cle at the end,” which circulated as small change around 1600.8* The 
shape probably had no practical purpose, just like the horseshoe-shaped 
form of the iron-money formerly used in Bonny. The Fang have elon-
gated, blade-shaped iron pieces that circulate in bundles of eight to ten 
pieces.9 Besides these there are also various similar types of iron-money 
in the Gabon region, such as bell-shaped iron pieces bundled in fours 
(biki) or snail-shaped pieces (miaha) tied up in the same way,10 as well 
as iron bars and arrowhead-like iron pieces bound together of which the 
Bremen Museum possesses a sample; Lenz probably refers to this type 
of iron-money when he speaks of thin rods about six inches in length, 
which are tagged at the top with a kind of flag and combined in bundles 
of ten to twenty pieces. The Ewondo in the hinterland of Cameroon 
use small iron rods, flattened at both ends, as money, but mainly for the 
purchase of wives.11† Especially large iron bars circulate along the lower 
Congo.

* The earliest European observation of the “iron needle money” or 
“pin-money” can be found in Pieter de Marees’s travel account from 1602. 
Marees (1987: 65) describes the use of “little Pins, about the length of a 
finger, with a Crescent made of iron at the top with which they pay each 
other small sums, as a substitute for coins or money” around Accra.

† The types of iron money discussed in this section are all variations of the 
same type, and characteristic for the so-called Beti-Bulu-Fang group. 
John Leighton Wilson (1856: 304–305), an American Presbyterian mis-
sionary credited with the first ethnographic account of the Fang, observes 
that iron is “the real currency of the country, by which the price of every 
other article is regulated.” This currency is known as éki or ekuele (pl. biki, 
bikie, bikwele) with the root ki meaning “strength, virility, power” (Balandi-
er 1970: 157; see Guyer 2012 for illustrations). The late Jane Guyer (2013) 
remembered that her short article on the bikie from 1984 was the first 
article she “ever wrote on ‘money’” and “changed the course of my career,” 
as well as reshaped, we may add, the landscape of economic anthropology.
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The curious iron spades of the Bongo mark a transition from the first 
to the second group. Although their shape suggests an originally prac-
tical purpose, it no longer quite fits this purpose (particularly the loggoh 
kullutty depicted by Schweinfurth and Andree with an anchor-like ex-
tension). They are thus almost exclusively used as money and hoarded in 
large quantities by the wealthy.12 Comparable things must have occurred 
in the case of the shovel-shaped iron-money that, according to Álvares, 
circulated in Angot (Abyssinia) and was, despite its shape, only used as 
a means of payment.13 The most essential tool of African agriculture, the 
hoe, has become a means of payment in many areas, alongside which 
many other types of money circulated. We find it as money among the 
Bari,14 as tribute payments from the subjugated tribes to the Makololo 
in South Africa,15 and as a toll collected in Ugogo. The hoes (jembe) 
made southwest of Lake Victoria of which about 150,000 pieces appear 
on the market in Tabora annually are, as Sigl writes, “carried by all cara-
vans as the best trade object for procuring food throughout Ugogo and 
even close to the coast.”16 However, the major area of circulation for the 
iron hoe is the upper Congo, especially the area around Stanley Falls 
and the Lualaba River up to Lake Albert.17 Shovels which have not yet 
been alienated from their practical purpose circulate in the hinterland 
of Delagoa Bay, to where they were previously exported en masse from 
Europe;18 iron shovels also once circulated as money in Calabar on the 
West Coast.19

Iron in the form of weapons is too important to not also become a 
means of trade. According to Nachtigal’s testimony, the throwing knife 
was the only money that the idolatrous tribes of Bagirmi accepted when 
trading grain;20 iron spears (assegais) were originally the preferred mon-
ey of the Xhosa tribes of South Africa, but spearheads also serve as a 
measure of value in some places in Northeast Africa.21 The Haya on the 
southwest shore of Lake Victoria use spearheads and iron hoes for their 
external and cowries for their internal trade,22 which, by the way, is a 
very good example of how inside- and outside-money can exist side by 
side without affecting each other. Spearheads also circulate among the 
Luwo on the upper Nile, and, at the upper Congo near Stanley Falls, 
Lenz found massive bundles of 1½–2-foot-long iron spearheads, which 
represented a specific value and circulated as money.23

Iron weapons as money can also be found in Indonesia. On Roti Is-
land, knives circulate as a means of payment,24 and on the Nassau Islands 
near Sumatra, the iron axe serves as a measure of value, which, like the 
knife, is also a tool of peaceful activity.25
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European imports occasionally give rise to new forms of iron-money 
which, however, usually do not become permanent arrangements. While 
the desire for hoop iron has subsided among the societies of the South 
Seas, initially everything could be bought with it and all commercial 
transactions could be settled with hoop iron and nails on, for example, 
the Marianas.26 It may have also been a good time to be a trader in Kam-
chatka when the natives still placed pieces of iron on poles in front of 
their homes as symbols of great wealth.27 Needles and nails seem to have 
often been used as loose change, the latter particularly in more recent 
times along the Upper Benue River and elsewhere in Africa.28
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chapter 15

Other Types of Use-Money

The development of use-money from barter and trade inevitably im-
plies that the boundaries between money and commodity are never 
clear-cut and that transformations and regressions are not uncommon; 
a commodity can, for example, temporarily serve as real money only 
to hand over this role to another material without disappearing from 
commercial transactions. All reports on use-money should, therefore, 
be treated with a certain caution although it is not always possible 
to provide a critical frame for these reports. As stated several times 
before, it is anyhow not the purpose of our brief treatise to compart-
mentalize things into sharply delineated categories. Sharp boundaries 
between individual phenomena, as already mentioned, do not exist in 
the realm of anthropology, and it is irrelevant under which concept 
we discuss an object once we have clarity about its position in the se-
quence of the overall development. With these reservations in mind, 
we may list a few things that come close to or truly correspond to the 
term “use-money.”

Among the objects that humans first separate from communal own-
ership as their personal property, besides ornaments, are weapons, and it 
is undoubtedly the labor used in their production—creating a new, in a 
certain sense, artistic form—which drives and explains this process. One 
should, furthermore, not forget the particularly close relationship hu-
mans have with their weapons. But the group of weapon-money could 
not develop in the same exemplary way as ornament-money did, above 



An Outline of the Origins of Money

152

all because weapons are objects of practical use and therefore too ex-
posed to the interventions of communism, and because they are, more 
or less, difficult to handle. This latter trait explains why weapons mainly 
appear as valuable property and, therefore, as a medium to pay fines 
or tributes with but rarely as the small change of commerce, which, 
in any case, is often managed by women who are generally unfamiliar 
with weapons. For the ancient Germanic people, weapons, particularly 
body armor, were the most important property; surrendering the latter 
could avert corporal punishment or enable the acquisition of women 
and slaves, but they would not be used as objects of everyday trade; 
the same applies to Homer’s Greeks. The Mongols also held such ideas 
during their bellicose period when they conquered half of the world, 
their weapons and livestock being their wealth. The legal codes of the 
Kalmyks from that era frequently have chiefs imposing fines of one 
hundred armors, one hundred camels, and one thousand horses for se-
vere misdeeds.1

In contrast, small and widely used weapons might at times circulate 
as small change, especially arrows and arrowheads. On the Banks Islands, 
delicately shaped wooden arrows once circulated instead of the currently 
common pearls and, at least as an initial form of weapon-money, one 
can note that the Aka pygmies of Central Africa purchase brides from 
their parents for a certain number of arrows.2 Stone arrowheads, which 
Manchuria used to pay as part of its tribute in former times, might have 
often played the role of money in prehistoric times but have now been 
displaced by other weapons to an extent that such uses can no longer 
be observed. Instead, where European imports make their mark, gun-
powder, bullets, and rifles readily join the ranks of primitive monetary 
instruments, in Borneo even, as already mentioned in another context, in 
the form of bronze cannons.

It is hardly worth listing all the other European trinkets that fashion 
has here and there elevated to a popular means of payment. It may be 
mentioned that in Bonny, empty glass bottles circulated as a generally 
accepted currency with which one could purchase food and works of art 
in the market.3 Similarly, small glass mirrors, razors, flint stones, and the 
like, are very common.

Valued medicinal products also occasionally appear as a circulating 
money. Krapf found blue vitriol, which was very popular among the na-
tives, circulating as a kind of coin in Usambara.4 Camphor, which is also 
attributed with magical powers, seems to be used as money in parts of 
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the central Sahel, and ambergris appears as one of the means of payment 
in Senegambia and the upper Niger region.5 

Beeswax cakes served as money in various uncivilized tribes in Indo-
nesia, as did benzoin cakes;6 beeswax-money was also in use among the 
native tribes along the Amazon. And, finally, European writing paper 
should be mentioned, which manages to function as a real money in 
the central Sahel, because it is not imported in great amounts and is 
frequently used in the Islamic parts of the region.7

It is reminiscent of the already discussed custom of the Dayaks who 
store and invest their wealth in ancient Chinese porcelain vases consid-
ered to be sacred that the Lemba in the Transvaal use clay pots as a kind 
of outside-money.8 While the large vases of the Dayaks do not properly 
circulate as currency, Chinese porcelain bowls fulfill the functions of a 
true money in southern Mindanao for not only are they used for the 
purchase of brides and are hung up as signs of wealth in huts but they 
also take the place of coins in transactions.9

We have already discussed the two types of use-money that are most 
important, livestock- and slave-money, and pointed out that they cannot 
simply be placed in the same category as the others. Here it may also 
be noted that, apart from herd animals and meat animals, other animals 
can also be used as a kind of money, for example, domesticated forest 
birds among the indigenous people of Guyana, or chickens that are not 
eaten and therefore have a purely conventional value among Brazilian 
tribes.10

Separating ornament- from use-money enables the establishment 
of at least some order within the chaos of primitive types of money, 
although one must always bear in mind that squeezing things into pre-
fabricated templates contradicts the very essence of anthropological 
phenomena. Such general schemes, therefore, always remain crude and 
do not reveal the delicate roots of the whole development, and, for this 
reason, would have to be completely rejected if it was not necessary to 
gain a preliminary overview. 

The opinion that anthropology should merely collect and accumulate 
material for decades to come, and that the intellectual apprehension of 
the collected material should carefully be avoided is not acceptable at all: 
if mere collection was as straightforward and self-evident as some make 
it seem, then the material, which allegedly still provides an insufficient 
basis for further research, would already have been abundantly brought 
together.
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In reality, it is the theoretical analysis that helps us to recognize the 
problems and points us to the ways in which they can be solved. It poses 
those questions that the pure empiricist does not answer because he is 
not even aware of them. The attempt presented here, as little as it has 
managed to exhaust the subject, might in this sense at least help to clar-
ify what the problems are.



155

chapter 16

Monetary Systems and Value Ratios

An overview summarizing the types of money used by primitive socie-
ties, in the way it has been given here, sheds light upon quite a number of 
facts, but it can, on the other hand, easily lead to the false conclusion that 
the number of measures of value is extraordinarily large everywhere and 
their relation poorly defined. Alongside this overview, a detailed descrip-
tion of all the monetary systems that different societies and tribes devel-
oped from ornament- and use-money, should be provided for the sake of 
completeness. However, this task would be difficult to accomplish even 
in a comprehensive work, not to mention the scarcity and unreliability of 
the current literature on these issues.

The emergence of specific internal monetary systems is always sup-
ported by the inclination to transform outside-money into inside-mon-
ey, and to employ money not to facilitate external trade, as one might 
assume according to common theories, but rather to obstruct it. Along 
these lines, for instance, a ban on the mining and panning of gold ex-
isted in Korea, because this universally desired precious metal promoted 
and stimulated trade with foreign countries in an unwanted way, ulti-
mately culminating in complete isolation from the outside world.1 Japan 
adhered to similar principles for a long time. The fact that in previous 
centuries every small state strove to have its own monetary system and 
its own special combination of the weight and fineness of coins, and 
that even today a single monetary union cannot be achieved, can also be 
traced back to the desire to create an invisible commercial border around 
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the country and to prevent objects of value from flowing back and forth 
too quickly. This principle also guided Russia’s past favoring of barter 
over monetary transactions at its borders, attempting to keep precious 
metals within the country.2

It thus occurs that the means of exchange for external trade join the 
ranks of inside-money and find their place within the different systems, 
while, elsewhere, inside-money, on its own, generates a range of meas-
ures that serve to evaluate both smaller and larger quantities of goods. 
Primitive types of money suffer much more than precious metals from 
the difficulty that not every type of money is suitable for all purposes; 
while one can use one type to express the smallest values, it cannot be 
used for large payments due to the low value of the material; conversely, 
the precious types are unsuitable for small-scale transactions. Here and 
there, monetary systems develop in regular and logical ways, but in most 
cases a kind of struggle takes place between the measures of value orig-
inating from different sources, which ultimately ends in a settlement. 
Estimation of value is carried out in very different and often curious 
ways; a few examples of primitive monetary systems may explain what 
has just been said.

Two of the most intricate systems, implemented with great inge-
nuity, are the already mentioned ones from the Caroline Islands of Yap 
and the Palau Islands, both of which Kubary describes in detail. There, 
the sets of money are composed of very different elements that have 
been brought into relation with one another but, at least on the Palau 
Islands, their sheer number and the artificially increased difficulties of 
estimation caused the emergence of a simple measure of value, namely a 
basket of taro, i.e., a specific quantity of the main type of food. Among 
the types of money on Yap, there is, first of all, an old shell-money (gau), 
whose few available strings do not enter into circulation; as the strings 
are decorated with sperm whale teeth at both ends, these teeth have 
also attained a certain value without developing into real money. The 
second type of money consists of round aragonite stone disks perforated 
in the middle the value of which is calculated according to the diameter 
in hand spans but which has declined sharply since the import of nu-
merous pieces by Europeans. The simple estimation by hand spans and 
the existence of large and small pieces enabled a fairly accurate deter-
mination of value, while the unwieldiness of this stone-money prevents 
its general use in small transactions. Mother-of-pearl shells strung on 
threads circulate as small change in the proper sense; during payments, 
commodities of various kinds, that is, outside-money, are often added 
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to the proper monies. The system of the Palau Islands is far more intri-
cate. Here money is composed of old pearls and fragments of glass and 
baked earth. As their number and diversity are so extraordinarily large 
and only few completely identical pieces exist, it is almost impossible to 
give a clear overview. Kubary divides the various types which each have 
their own names into three main groups according to the quality of the 
material, which are, in turn, broken down into subgroups. As already 
mentioned, none of these monies is the actual measure of value, a role 
taken over by the basket of taro or, more accurately, by the total of 10 
baskets. “The natives,” writes Kubary, “have a very precise system, a scale, 
whose starting point is a piece of money regardless of its quality, as long 
as it can pay for 10 baskets of taro.” The unit of 10 baskets of taro, each 
having to contain about 60 smaller or 30–40 large roots, is called mor 
a kaymó (goes for ten) from where the following scale results which, 
admittedly, does not give a very clear picture due to Kubary’s somewhat 
unclear phrasing:

1. Mor a kaymó = 10 baskets of taro
2. Honiákl is almost the double of 1 

If of full value, the piece is called matál adolóbok (so 2 × 1)
3. Adolóbok equals the sum of the two previous ones (so 3 × 1)
4. Matál a kluk is again higher by one mor a kaymó (so 4 × 1)
5. Kluk equals the sum of matál a kluk and adolóbok (so 7 × 1)
6. Eket a kelkúl is a piece valued at more than one but less than two kluks
7. Kalebúkul is worth up to 5 kluks

As one can see, the value measurement using the unit of ten baskets 
of taro is systematically applied only at the lower levels, and Kubary’s 
terminology, which apparently corresponds to the ideas of the natives, 
allows us to realize that one does not multiply the unit but that higher 
values are achieved by the simple addition of lower ones.3 This style 
of calculation might be further clarified by looking at a value system 
from another area of the world which illustrates even better how an 
existing unit of value is not used continuously but only serves as the 
starting point of a strange system of addition. Among the natives of the 
Missouri region, the knife was the smallest unit of calculation at the 
time that Kurz resided in their land, and the system based on it was the 
following:4
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2 knives = 1 pair of leggings
2 knives and 1 pair of leggings = 1 blanket
2 knives, 1 pair of leggings, and 1 blanket = 1 rifle
the preceding ones and 1 gun = 1 horse
the preceding ones and 1 horse = 1 leather tent
the preceding ones and 1 leather tent = 1 woman

Currency is relatively uniform in that part of New Britain where the 
shell-money called diwara circulates.5 The money, threaded on strings, is 
measured in arm lengths; the measure from the tip of the index finger to 
the elbow is called a turoaië, from the fingertip to the shoulder a wiloai, 
and a man’s full arm span is a pokorno or param (derived from the English 
word “fathom”). A pig cost 6–9 fathoms in 1881, the fine for murder-
ing an ordinary man was 50 fathoms, and 20 pieces of tobacco could 
be exchanged for 1 fathom. The natives typically do not like it when 
Europeans acquire diwara and thereby reduce the amount of available 
inside-money, and, as a result, a kind of outside-money has developed 
from the barter trade, especially in the form of tobacco.

The conditions on the Solomon Islands, where very interesting forms 
of inside-money exist alongside each other, are not as well documented. 
Codrington only mentions that a dog tooth corresponds in value to 5 
porpoise teeth on the Florida Islands, while on San Cristobal it only 
takes 1–2 of the latter to compensate the former.6 The feather-money 
from the Santa Cruz Islands is stored in pieces about 15 feet long, with 
shorter lengths serving as small change. Shell-money from the Flor-
ida Islands is also divided into strings with specific lengths, 6 strings 
are called a rongo, 10 rongos an isa, and it seems that red and white 
shell-money are used interchangeably without making a distinction. 
It is different on Ysabel according to Coote7 who offers the following 
table:

10 coconuts = 1 string of white shell money or 
1 piece of tobacco

10 strings of white shell money = 1 string of red shell money or 
1 dog tooth

10 strings of red shell money = 1 isa or 50 porpoise teeth
10 isas = 1 good-quality wife
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1 marble ring (bakiha) = 1 head (among the headhunters) 
or 1 very good pig, or a medium 
young man*

This table, the individual valuables of which have been detailed earlier, 
shows in a very interesting way how the most popular indigenous use 
value, the coconut, and the piece of tobacco that had penetrated the 
area as outside-money, have been placed into a very simple relation with 
the inside-money of the smallest value without meticulously estimating 
labor time or manufacturing time. Rather, the decisive factor was the 
ease of calculation using ten fingers. After all, even the civilized man 
strives to use rounded-off values and prefers the simplicity of calculation 
at the expense of precision, as shown by the recent disappearance of 
copper-money in the larger cities of northern Germany. Besides that, 
Coote’s list is not entirely clear; in particular he does not explain the 
term isa. It probably denotes, as on the Florida Islands, a larger number 
of strings of white shell-money, in this case, probably 100 pieces. The 
large money, bakiha, does not seem to be put into a definite relation with 
the money used as small change.

This separation between large and small measures of value also occurs 
elsewhere. Mollien8 provides a small table of values from Bundu in the 
western Sahel, which also indicates two groups:

1 slave =  1 double-barreled gun and 2 horns of 
gunpowder

= 5 oxen
= 100 pieces of cloth

* For translating the terms we relied on Coote’s (1883: 146) original Eng-
lish terms, including “porpoise” and “good-quality wife.” The literature on 
“South Sea ‘money’” (Malinowski 1921: 15) is extensive and we encourage 
readers to explore it. It is interesting to note that Schurtz’s discussion of 
Melanesian money influenced German psychology in the 1920s. While 
Max Wertheimer (1925: 125–28, 107), one of the founders of Gestalt 
psychology, elaborates on Melanesian systems of calculation and calls 
Schurtz’s Grundriss particularly “instructive,” Géza Róheim (1923), the 
founder of psychoanalytic anthropology, takes Schurtz’s ideas on the links 
between money and the cult of the dead as a point of departure in his 
Heiliges Geld in Melanesien (“Sacred Money in Melanesia”).
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1 string of glass beads = 1 calabash of water
= 1 measure of milk
= 1 bundle of hay

2 strings of glass beads = 1 measure of millet
= 10 eggs

If the slave appears as a fixed value here, this, obviously, only applies to 
normally developed slaves of youthful age and male gender. Generally, 
the slave is not well suited as a measure of value as the differences not 
only of outward appearance, gender, and age but also of origin, educa-
bility, and so on, result in the most varied gradations; this partly explains 
the emergence of imaginary measures of value that can be observed in 
the West African areas of the former slave trade, as discussed already on 
page 91.

A well-developed small monetary system is found among the Bali 
in the hinterland of Cameroon. Here, the monetary unit is the brass, a 
brass wire hoop that is 1 yard long when extended, and the ratio of this 
large coin to small bead-money and the main foodstuffs was as follows 
in 1893:

1 brass = 1 handful of small beads
= 20 large beads
= 1 chicken
= 2 bundles of plantain
= 10 eggs

In nearby Nguti, on the other hand, there is a cloth and tobacco cur-
rency; in 1893, an egg cost 1 tobacco leaf, a chicken 4–5 leaves, a goat 3 
fathoms of cloth. Among the Banyang, 1 tobacco leaf was equivalent to 
the value of 3 eggs, 8 corn cobs, 1 large yam, or 1 bowl of groundnuts; a 
goat cost 5–6 fathoms, a pig 4–5 fathoms of cotton cloth.9*

No other world region apart from China, whose monetary history, as 
far as it can be assessed by non-Sinologists, entails the most remarkable 

* Prices fluctuated from year to year and varied widely by area during the 
rubber boom and the German colonization of Cameroon in the 1890s. 
Cloth money was used to acquire larger items such as ivory. The exchange 
ratio was very lucrative: a pair of ivory tusks sold in Hamburg could land a 
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experiments and changes, could provide such excellent information 
about the attempts to create stable value ratios in a large and economi-
cally very diversely developed region. Hopefully, a qualified person will 
soon devote himself to this fascinating material!

trader a net profit of 2000 marks, roughly the annual salary of an educated 
German civil servant. Cloth and porcelain buttons, which could be used 
to buy food, were used to pay carriers and local soldiers. In Europe three 
yards of cloth (“Faden Zeug”) cost about 70 pfennig (Nkwi 1989: 19–21; 
Oestermann 2022: 22).
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chapter 17

Anthropogeographical Considerations 
Ethnographic Zones

It will always be futile to attempt to detach sociological and economic 
problems from the environment in which they emerged, and to toy with 
concepts as with building blocks or a deck of cards. Like the sturdy trees 
of the forest, facts of economic life are rooted firmly in Mother Earth, 
and anyone who severs them from their native land with a sharp axe 
only carries away a part of the whole organism and fails to understand 
the vital forces that have created and sustained it, forces that will also, 
as with all living things, ultimately abandon it and leave it to its demise. 
Those seeking to investigate the history of money thus cannot entirely 
avoid the anthropogeographical problems that result from this history; 
they may examine them more cursorily than the pure sociological ones, 
the exploration of which is their primary aim, but they have to be clear-
ly aware of how the major disputes of comparative anthropology affect 
their inquiries.

The most important of these disputes, which repeats itself in every 
single manifestation of human culture, will always be whether a cultural 
institution has grown in situ or whether it has been transferred from 
other regions through migration and contact between societies. For a 
time, it seemed as if an opposition between schools of thought was form-
ing out of this most basic of questions, so that one group of researchers 
would always and everywhere advocate for independent origins and an-
other—since one-sidedness gives rise to one-sidedness—argue the case 
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for borrowing with equal fanaticism. This artificial opposition had to 
collapse under its own absurdity in the long run; facts of borrowing can 
be observed so abundantly everywhere that it was impossible to com-
pletely overlook them, and the proponents of the theory of borrowing 
had in turn to concede that every cultural innovation has come into 
being independently at least once somewhere, and that similar needs 
lead to similar practices without a model being present every time. The 
only correct method is therefore to examine each individual case without 
prejudice and to fruitfully combine the purely sociological method of 
investigation with the anthropogeographical one.

In our case, the question how the origins of the different types of 
primitive money relate to each other must be raised. It is of course not 
possible to examine each of the countless forms but at least the more 
important ones deserve our intensive focus, for we can assume that some 
benefit will result from this for sociological thinking as well. The best 
way to gain a preliminary overview is to follow the suggestion I made 
elsewhere and to form ethnographic zones,1* that is, to put areas in 
which similar forms occur together in groups: from this foundation, it is 
then possible to investigate the causes of their homogeneity without any 
preconception influencing the course of the investigation.

Of particular importance among the forms of primitive monetary 
instruments are the diverse types of shell-money each of which has its 
zone of diffusion. There is above all the cowrie currency zone, which 
attracts attention particularly because it provides an irrefutable example 
of borrowing and diffusion through trade and travel which also reveals, 
in its distinct and excellent details, how such zones sometimes expand, 
sometimes contract, and how the former extent of the area can be recon-
structed out of remnants and traces of all kinds. The cowrie zone, whose 

* Schurtz elaborates the concept of “ethnographic zones” in his article “On 
Ainu Ornamentation” (1896b). The concept describes an area of ethno-
graphic homogeneity. However, it is conceptualized as less internally ho-
mogeneous than Adolf Bastian’s “ethnological provinces” and as less evo-
lutionary than Friedrich Ratzel’s idea of Kulturkreise, which was further 
developed by Leo Frobenius and Fritz Graebner (see Bassi 2023). Accord-
ing to Schurtz (1896b: 250), the concept of the “ethnographic zone” does 
not offer causal-historical explanations based on assumptions of spatial 
diffusions. Instead of being understood as directly representing historical 
relations, the heuristic establishment of a zone of distribution of a “group 
of specific cultural characteristics or even a single peculiar tool” was seen 
as a starting point for analysis.
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historical development is relatively well understood, can then also shed 
light on those areas whose conditions we must exclusively deduce from 
contemporary facts.

One of these more difficult areas is the zone of Melanesian-Microne-
sian shell-money. The custom of grinding small disks from shells, pierc-
ing these, and threading them on strings to use as jewelry and money 
is found in New Pomerania and New Mecklenburg, on the Solomon 
Islands and the New Hebrides, in northern and eastern New Guinea, as 
well as on the Carolines, the Marshall and Gilbert Islands, in scattered 
traces in the eastern Malay Archipelago, on Fiji, and finally, in earli-
er times, on the Marianas. The facts that the same shells are not used 
everywhere,2 that the technique of production is not the same every-
where, and that, finally, the strings sometimes serve only as ornaments, 
and sometimes simultaneously as ornaments and money, are not funda-
mentally relevant to the main point, and we are therefore well justified 
to group these geographically closely related areas into an ethnographic 
zone. How, then, is this homogeneity to be explained? We are obviously 
not dealing with a zone based purely on natural causes, comparable to 
the zone of fur clothing in the polar regions: snails and shells are found 
everywhere, and the fact that the material is not the same, that it is not 
a specific shell found only in the seas of the area, but that the uniformity 
rather lies in the manner of use, rules out the idea of a simple zoogeo-
graphical foundation of the phenomenon. If we do not want to think of 
the invention of shell-money on the different islands as a purely coin-
cidental and thus highly improbable process, the only remaining option 
is to assume borrowing and to thereby classify the shell-money into the 
large group of other ethnographic and linguistic phenomena that point 
to earlier, livelier relations between the Malay, Micronesian, and Mela-
nesian areas. Some details confirm this. For example, the old shell-mon-
ey found on Yap is the same as the one formerly used in the Ladrones; 
that of the Gilbert Islands is found in its characteristic form on New 
Pomerania, the New Hebrides, the Marshall Islands, and the Carolines; 
New Pomeranian types of money appear on the mainland of New Guin-
ea. But even if we can thus say that the invention of shell-money orig-
inated from a specific place, this does not yet clarify how it spread. Can 
we assume that a lively trade and migratory movements once took place 
in the Western Pacific and that at that time the strings of shells, which 
might have developed as inside-money somewhere, were the common 
currency used for domestic as well as for the intermediary trade of a 
larger cultural community, until the latter dissolved and the currency 
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everywhere reverted back to a quintessential inside-money? Or is this 
picture a mere illusion and the knowledge of shell-money and other cul-
tural institutions only seeped through from island to island very grad-
ually and over long periods of time, without the presence of a common 
cultural consciousness and thus without shell-money having been used 
in an external trade on a larger scale? Perhaps a compromise between 
both views is the most accurate but, in any case, we recognize that it is, 
with some reservations, correct not to regard the Melanesian and Micro-
nesian monetary systems as purely indigenous formations.

The zone of American shell-money, which is extraordinarily patchy 
but stretches from the Northwest Coast as well as from the eastern Unit-
ed States down to northern South America, points to, despite its frag-
mentation, ancient interrelationships for which we observe no shortage 
of other parallels. Anyone who wishes to venture further into the sea 
of hypotheses might also search for connections between Micronesian, 
ancient Chinese, and Northwest American shell-money and would find 
some support for a cultural area of the North Pacific, especially in the dis-
tribution of rod armor;3 but it is not advisable to use the narrow ground 
on which we stand for blue-sky thinking and it is particularly important 
to bear in mind that the forms of Northwest American shell-money bear 
little resemblance to the Micronesian and Melanesian ones.

We move to a completely different world of ideas when we turn to 
the remarkable zone of use-money to which most areas of the African 
Sahel belong, especially those where more stable conditions have not 
yet been created by the introduction of a cowrie currency. Here, and in 
a totally different sense than in the case of Pacific shell-money, trade 
together with state fragmentation are the causes of the prevailing con-
ditions, which no one has described as appropriately as Nachtigal. All 
small independent territories exhibit the desire to create inside-money 
but also have to take into account a lively commercial trade, and so it is 
that everywhere some of the common objects of trade are singled out as 
money while all others are regarded only as commodities. One thus has 
a thing in between inside- and outside-money without, however, really 
achieving a true fusion, which creates extraordinary difficulties for the 
wholesale trade. The common feature of the entire zone lies precisely in 
this predominance of use-money. Nachtigal writes the following about 
the various money substitutes: “Even within the Sahel states, where re-
ligion and custom have had a leveling effect, far from the main mar-
ketplaces the means of exchange vary significantly from one locality to 
another. Here cotton strips are demanded, there tobacco, salt, or pepper, 
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there sandalwood or other fragrant woods, here onions, there paper. 
Here cowrie shells are desired as ornaments but if they are above or be-
low a certain size or if, like most of those used as coin, they are pierced, 
you could not negotiate a handful of grain for them while elsewhere 
they would reach a hundred times the value of that. There glass and clay 
beads are the most commonly accepted valuables but one must know the 
exact size, pattern, and form, otherwise they are worthless. Here every 
sheet of paper gives a chicken but you could not buy any other object 
with it. During my passage through Darfur, sheep could only be bought 
for amber beads, but the trade was unsuccessful if they were transparent 
and not milky.”4

This description proves better than anything that a satisfactory cur-
rency can never arise out of pure outside-money, especially if it belongs 
to the group of use-money; rather, a satisfactory currency develops best 
on the basis of a solid inside-money that expands its sphere of influence 
outward. A sudden flood of that commodity that had been elevated to 
money can at any time plunge each of the small, haphazardly sprung-
up money systems of the Sahel into complete confusion. Nachtigal 
also describes very vividly how laborious it is for the wholesale trade 
to deal with these petty conditions: “Of the imported commodities of 
lesser value, a portion is sold wholesale to the shopkeepers and ped-
dlers who take care of retail sales in the marketplaces and provinces; 
another portion, especially of the items that are acceptable in the large 
markets, remains in the hands of the foreign merchant to cover his dai-
ly needs. Since these items represent the small change of the market, 
so to speak, the merchant gradually exchanges them for those larger 
market valuables that provide him with the goods to export to the 
coast. Thus, they sell small packets of needles, single sheets of paper, 
strings, glass and clay beads, pieces of amber and coral in exchange 
for either shells, as these are common in the west as small change, or 
strips of cotton, as these predominate in the eastern lands, and in turn 
gradually transform these into Maria Theresa thalers or pieces of cot-
ton cloth, by means of which they finally buy slaves, ivory, and ostrich 
feathers. The various stages of this exchange are often highly tedious 
and time-consuming.”5

We thus have a zone of chaotic entanglement in the Sahel that, how-
ever, exhibits a homogeneity with regard to the preference for use-mon-
ey and the resulting conditions it creates. It is obvious that quite different 
anthropogeographic aspects are at play here than, for example, in the 
development of the oceanic shell-money region.
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The confusing conditions in the Sahel also explain why the cowrie 
currency zone has been widening into the Sahel, and why, on the other 
hand, a connection to the zone of European currency is being prepared 
through the massive importation of the Maria Theresa thaler.

The African iron-money zone must be understood in yet another way. 
It is based primarily on natural conditions, namely the iron wealth of Af-
rica, as well as partly on the persistence of African hoe-farming, which 
produces an even livelier demand for iron goods than war; the fact that 
hoes and shovels occur as money speaks clearly enough.

We have already noted a few things about the curious zone of ancient 
pearl-money which certainly deserves a more thorough investigation. 
Finally, however, attention may be drawn to the moneyless zones of the 
earth, to which most of South America, Polynesia, the mainland of Aus-
tralia, and some other, smaller areas belong. It is particularly odd that 
Polynesia, whose neighboring regions know primitive types of money 
and especially shell-money, exhibits various imperfect beginnings, mate-
rializations of valuable personal property, and so on, but possesses almost 
nothing that could be reasonably called money. This is in accordance with 
many other facts that point to a stagnation, or at least a very one-sided 
development, of culture in Polynesia; the area’s poverty corresponds to 
the absence of ethnographic zones.
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chapter 18

Money and Commodity 
Conclusion

Looking back at the countless seeds and early beginnings of the mon-
etary system, it becomes clear that defining these things conceptually 
in a clear-cut way is impossible, inadequate, and consequently mislead-
ing. Even the division into ornament- and use-money and further sub-
groups is crude and only indispensable for a quick overview, just as the 
labels inside- and outside-money are only collective terms with blurred 
boundaries.

The large number of types of money originating from external trade 
should not blind us to the fact that in the development of humanity 
as a whole it is inside-money, which does not arise from the needs of 
trade but out of social necessity, that remains triumphant and acquires 
the most important traits of outside-money through a kind of adjust-
ment. The money of civilized nations is an inside-money brought to the 
highest level of effectiveness, which, within certain limits, also serves 
external trade. Since inside-money emerges to fulfill social tasks and 
outside-money for exchange and commerce, the terms social money and 
commercial money would perhaps be preferable, if obvious misunder-
standings would not prevent us from using these terms.* In this sense, 

* Schurtz’s retraction of the proposed terms “social money” and “commer-
cial money” illustrates that he understood modern money as an “inside” 
or “social money” as well, and represents a subtle critique of the then all 
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light is now also shed on the old dispute about whether money can 
be simply regarded as a commodity, as Say first resolutely asserted,* or 
whether it occupies a position of its own.

It is evident that the valuables that are mobilized to fulfill internal 
social purposes cannot be labeled as commodities, if by commodity we 
mean something that is purchasable and saleable; a mere change of the 
owner does not yet stamp an object as a commodity—otherwise, for 
example, all war loot, flotsam, and so on, would also deserve this name. 
Even repetitive changes in ownership do not establish the concept of a 
commodity. Most valuables are tied up within the tribe; they are inalien-
able or change owners only occasionally, and as a result we cannot speak 
about a reliable valuation, let alone about a precise measurement of the 
energy and time spent on the production or procurement of goods: the 
value of labor and time is only understood with the greatest difficulty 
by indigenous peoples. Purely subjective appreciations predominate, and 
what, above all, makes the difference are the delight in specific forms 
felt by the individual or customarily by the whole tribe, the judgment of 
others, particularly of the opposite sex, and, finally, superstition which 
seeks to find all kinds of mystical connections. Once certain types of 
objects of value have been made transactable for social purposes and 
have consequently become a measure for all valuable property, they can 
occasionally also serve to initiate and facilitate the exchange of goods 
within the tribe. These tasks, however, are only taken over subordinately, 
and any buying and selling within the tribe appears to the communist 
views of the original society as something dubious, even profane at first, 
becoming justifiable only through the influence of external trade. The 

too common and strict distinction between “premodern” Gemeinschaften 
(“communities”) and modern Gesellschaften (“societies”) set up by Ferdi-
nand Tönnies and Alfred Vierkandt. However, Schurtz’s inside-money 
certainly overlaps with the notion of “social currency” introduced by Da-
vid Graeber (2009, 2011: 130; 2012; see also Graebner 1910: 205; Breton 
2002; Jehu 2014; Keep 2017).

* The French revolutionary liberal economist and businessman Jean-Bap-
tiste Say is considered a precursor to Carl Menger and the Austrian school. 
Say also elaborated on the idea that money is a “custom” and “not the 
mandate of authority” by defining it as the “commodity” (1836: 217) that 
overcomes what was later called the problem of the “double coincidence 
of wants.” For Say, any commodity can become money if it is “acceptable 
to everybody.” The commodity does not need to have an “inherent utility” 
or represent an underlying value in land or labor (1836: 230, 240–45, 257).
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fact that the internal trade within the tribe on the Caroline Islands does 
not aim to distribute goods evenly but serves purely social purposes is 
highly characteristic.

It is beyond doubt that the quality of being a commodity, which can-
not be disputed in the case of the money of civilized nations, is only 
brought about by merging inside-money with actual trade- or out-
side-money. When we use the word commodity, we are thus using a 
concept that is not as simple and self-evident as it seems and therefore 
merits a closer look.

Commodities are valuables but not every valuable is a commodity, 
setting aside the difference between commodities and immovable prop-
erty for now, which does not apply here. No object is destined to remain 
a commodity indefinitely: the boots that the cobbler displays in his store 
are commodities, but when I buy and wear them, they are my person-
al property and can only become a commodity again under particular 
circumstances; the apples that I pick and eat from my tree were never 
commodities like those that I send to the market for sale, and even these 
are no longer commodities once a buyer has been found. The concept of a 
commodity is attached to objects only temporarily or at least should not 
permanently be attached to them according to the wishes of the seller, 
as might be the case with an unsellable stock that no one wants. That 
we still use the word “commodity” as if it designates something specific 
and permanent only happens because trade goods are constantly being 
produced anew, that is, because the consumed things that lose the quality 
of commodity are regularly replaced by others of the same kind, which 
evokes the illusion of permanence. Similar concepts are common in so-
cial life when we, for example, speak of the army of a state or of an entire 
society as something durable and constant even though the individual 
persons composing the whole constantly change and are renewed.

A commodity, then, is a valuable that has been made transactable 
and is in the state of transactability,* a valuable meant to be exchanged 
and traded. Closely related to the concept of commodity is the idea 
that its transactability should not be continuous, that it should transi-
tion into a condition of stasis or be eliminated by complete consump-
tion. How, then, does coined money relate to this definition? That it 

* We consistently translated Beweglichkeit, which literally means “movabil-
ity” or “motility,” as “transactability.” Schurtz’s idea is closely related to 
what economic theory later calls “liquidity” but such a rendering would 
have been too “modern.”
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originally consists of materials that can become a commodity is correct, 
its transactability is beyond doubt. However, what sharply distinguish-
es it from a commodity is the theoretical (even if not actual) infinity 
of its circulation; complete mobilization is not a mere transitional state 
for it but essential. Although this mobilization serves trade, it does 
not necessarily emerge from it, because the valuables made perpetually 
transactable for social purposes, the actual inside-money, have nothing 
to do with trade initially, as already mentioned, and conversely, trade 
goods as such are ill-suited to serve as money. The temporary nature 
of circulation that is inherent to every commodity paralyzes the trans-
actability of all kinds of use-money and ultimately causes them to lose 
the competition against ornament-money; despite all attempts to ar-
tificially keep them in motion, the mobilized useful goods will always 
sluggishly fall back to the ground, while the “aesthetic valuables,” if one 
may call them this, stand their ground. The overwhelming number of 
different use-monies can thus be explained by the futile but repeat-
ed attempts to create a permanently useful outside-money. In the end, 
money made from precious metals triumphs everywhere, because it is 
better able to perpetually remain in motion compared to all other val-
uables, and also makes the remaining unwieldy valuables more mobile 
by inserting itself between them, much like the wheels of a wagon or 
a cylinder placed below a heavy load allow it to glide more easily over 
the ground.

The introduction of minted metal-money, by the way, only seeming-
ly puts an end to the attempts to make all valuables transactable. The 
commercial spirit that created outside-money will continue to strive to 
mobilize immobile goods, to bring the rigid into a flux, to undermine 
all that is solid and to draw all valuables into the flow of exchange and 
trade; the emergence of the credit system, government bonds, and the 
games of the stock exchange attest to the continuous progress of this 
development.

But in the face of this flood engulfing the entire world, the internal 
forces of social life become active; the same forces that, in earlier periods 
of human history, produced inside-money, a mobile good inconvenient 
for external trade that exclusively serves the inner life of the social or-
ganism, and that have frequently transformed outside-money back into 
inside-money.

Instead of tying the individual to the perpetual motion of money and 
purchasable commodities, the goal of these forces is to bind individuals 
to stable and durable valuables, to the home and hearth. If we still find 
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these opposing powers at work today, just as in the past, we might con-
sider this as the best evidence that the emergence of two original forms 
[Urformen] of money was not mere chance but that these two forms are 
rather necessary consequences of the laws that set the course for the 
development of humanity as a whole. 
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Supplements

As the printing of this treatise unfortunately met an unexpected delay, 
I would like to append some notes taken partly from recently published 
studies and partly from older works that I was able to consult recently or 
whose information I had overlooked.

First and foremost, I have to mention the invaluable observations 
by Dr. A. Hahl on the shell-money of Northern New Britain published 
in “Nachrichten über Kaiser Wilhelms-Land, 1897,” which offer var-
ious crucial insights complementing the reports of other researchers. 
He mentions, for instance, that the inhabitants of the Gazella Penin-
sula obtain the shells used for making their money through quite per-
ilous sea journeys to the south side of the island. This shell-money is 
termed tabu; typically, the head of the family is entrusted with all the 
family’s money, and only exceptionally brave warriors (luluai) have the 
right to hold on to their own money themselves. Wealthy men (uviana) 
wield significant influence, although their property does not provide 
many additional benefits: “Despite the ambitions to become wealthy 
and achieve higher status, a real distinction in social or political terms 
among the fellows cannot be said to exist. The dwelling and food of the 
poorest are exactly the same as those of the wealthiest. The rich man has 
only one advantage over the poor: he can solicit great power in crucial 
moments, while the poor man must rely on the support of his own fam-
ily.” An authentic illustration from an area where typical inside-money 
is prevalent! 

Since there is no other measure of value, shell-money is also used 
for the small-scale trade within the country; canoes can be purchased 
with it as well, with prices starting from 10 fathoms of tabu (equivalent 
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to 25 marks) upwards. Women are bought with tabu, and fishing in 
foreign waters also costs shell-money. The circulation of this money is 
also partly achieved through the giving of large gifts to visitors during 
weddings and festivals of the dead. The dying often distribute tabu to 
those surrounding them, apparently to ease their passage to the after-
life. Wealthy individuals have a higher status than the poor even in the 
spirit world. The value ratios for small transactions at the market are as 
follows:

1 dozen taro = 1 span of shell-money
1 chicken = 1/2 fathom of shell-money
60 coconuts = 1/2 fathom of shell-money
1 rooster = 1 fathom of shell-money

Loans, pledges, rents, and leases are known.1

In the same issue, Vetter also provides some important notes on the 
conditions in Simbang, especially among the Yabem. Here, circularly 
curved boar tusks and dog teeth function as money; 160–200 dog teeth 
correspond to the value of a boar tusk, and a pig can be bought for two 
boar tusks. The finest boar tusks are heirlooms and never enter circu-
lation. The means of exchange for small purchases include red ocher, 
glass stones (perhaps obsidian) used for shaving, spears, pots, and nets, 
all of which, except possibly red ocher, are pure use-money. “However, 
it should be noted that there are no stable prices; the equivalent does 
not always correspond to the desired item. Prices often depend on the 
property and reputation of the buyer and the demand and current need 
of the seller.” These are obviously conditions that must arise where the 
corrective influence of external trade is missing.

The description of communist conditions is excellent: “There is no 
distinction between rich and poor, no opposition between different 
classes; no one lives in abundance next to a starving neighbor. Hence, 
there is no word for rich or poor. Certainly, one person might be more 
respected than another, his word may carry more weight, and more value 
may pass through his hands. But no one can enrich himself or enjoy his 
property alone. If a pig is purchased, the share of the one who paid the 
most is not larger than that of the one who contributed only a trifle, 
and even someone who contributed nothing can eat just as much of it. 
The greatest fame for someone is the testimony that he has distributed 
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everything, and contented himself with little …. Miser is a very grave 
insult.”2

With regard to Californian shell-money, it should be added that 
it especially serves as bride-wealth; among the Karuk, a woman costs 
between one half to two strings of shell-money, while the Shasta can 
also give horses instead of strings of shell.3 The shell-money of the Bubi, 
“roundly polished and pierced shells,” is also mentioned by Baumann,4 
while the Achatina shell-money of Angola is noted by Monteiro.5 Strung 
shell-money appears to have originally been widespread even further in 
the interior of the Congo area, and has been kept as jewelry here and 
there. I am grateful to Mr. Frobenius in Leipzig for a sample of such 
money from the Pungo-Andongo region, which is, however, no longer 
commonly used as a measure of value.

I also owe my gratitude to Mr. Frobenius for some references re-
garding the use of aggry beads. According to Loyer, the Abouré in As-
sinie used aggry beads instead of money; they broke them into small 
pieces, pierced these with the help of a flint, and strung them onto 
blades of grass.6 The Leipzig Museum possesses aggry beads from 
Loango. In Yoruba and Dahomey, they are considered the product or 
excrement of the rainbow snake—an intriguing parallel to the Ger-
man fairytale about rainbow cups, the prehistoric bowl-shaped gold 
coins.

Ling Roth offers a valuation table for the Dayak porcelain vases, 
which is based on the principle of simply doubling value. Terms includ-
ing irun and jabir refer to different types of vases, whose other properties 
are not relevant here:

1 irun = 2 plates
1 menukul = 2 iruns
1 jabir = 2 menukuls
1 panding = 2 jabirs
1 alas = 2 pandings

The value of a plate, which forms the basic unit, is 3–4 pence.7

Regarding barter, Karl von den Steinen’s remark should be men-
tioned that trade along the Xingu River is to be seen as an “exchange of 
gifts of hospitality,” whereas exchange or barter as we understand it does 
not occur. Among the Bororo, arrows almost serve as money; they are, 
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among other things, paid as wages to the girls who occasionally cater to 
the young men’s needs at the “men’s house.”8*

The fact that our German word for money, Geld, did not arise out of 
commercial trading but guides us back to the essence of inside-money, 
is underlined by Lamprecht’s statement that, as late as during the tenth 
century, gelt primarily meant recompense [Vergeltung] or substitute [Er-
satz] but only occasionally actual money.9

On fabric-money in Persia, one can consult Polak. Here, shawls “cir-
culate almost like money in commercial transactions”; they are a favorite 
honorific gift among the nobility, and “in every well-to-do household, 
shawls form a portion of the invested mobile wealth.” Being cut into tiny 
pieces, which in the skilled hands of the Persians can be almost seam-
lessly put back together, this highly appreciated fabric can even circulate 
as small change.10

As for use-money, coffee beans should be mentioned as well, which, 
according to Burckhardt, circulated as a substitute for small change in 
Medina during his time.11 Also, rubber cubes and rubber balls have, with 
the boom of the rubber trade in West Africa, often displaced all other 
means of exchange. In the hinterland of Togo, rubber balls fully function 
as money and have, in some places, entirely driven out cowrie shells; 
there are two types of balls, each with a specific size.12 Rubber cubes now 
circulate widely along the middle Congo.13

Finally I would like to draw attention to Lippert’s remarks on priest-
hood and the monetary economy which I overlooked; he particular-
ly emphasizes how, through the intervention of priests, valuables that 
would otherwise be destroyed in the cult of the dead are preserved and 
reintroduced into circulation.14

* Karl von den Steinen was a notable ethnologist known for his expeditions 
to the Xingú region of Brazil in the 1880s. His observations and analyses 
have been much appreciated and were confirmed and updated by a range 
of more recent ethnological studies of the Alto Xingu. Von den Steinen’s 
notion of seeing “exchange” through the framework of “hospitality” has 
been analyzed by Heckenberger (2005).
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schen Handels. Leipzig: Weygand. Original in French.

Scherzer, Karl von. 1867. Statistisch-commerzielle Ergebnisse einer Reise um 
die Erde: Unternommen an Bord der österreichischen Fregatte Novara in den 
Jahren 1857–1859. Leipzig: Brockhaus.

———. 1885. Das wirthschaftliche Leben der Völker: Ein Handbuch über Pro-
duktion und Consum. Leipzig: Dürr.

Schiller, Friedrich. 1805. Die Räuber. Tübingen: Cotta.
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frika. Frankfurt a. O.: Andres.

Waitz, Theodor. 1864. Anthropologie der Naturvölker. Die Amerikaner; Ethno-
graphisch und culturhistorisch dargestellt, vols. 3 and 4. Leipzig: Fleischer.

———. 1865. Anthropologie der Naturvölker: Die Völker der Südsee; Ethnogra-
phisch und culturhistorisch dargestellt, vol. 5. Leipzig: Fleischer.

Wauters, A. J., ed. 1892. “La monnaie: Unités monétaires indigènes; intro-
duction de la monnaie européenne.” Le Congo illustré 1: 34–5.

Werne, Ferdinand. 1852. Reise durch Sennaar nach Mandera, Nasub, Cheli 
im Lande zwischen dem blauen Nil und dem Atbara. Berlin: Duncker & 
Humblot.

Werner, Bartholomäus von. 1889. Ein deutsches Kriegsschiff in der Südsee. 
Leipzig: Brockhaus.

Westermarck, Edward. 1893. Geschichte der menschlichen Ehe. Jena: Coste-
noble. Originally published as The History of Human Marriage (London: 
Macmillan, 1891).

Whymper, Frederick. 1869. Alaska: Reisen und Erlebnisse im hohen Norden. 
Braunschweig: Westermann. Originally published as Travel and Adven-
ture in the Territory of Alaska: Formerly Russian America [...] (London: 
Murray, 1868).



An Outline of the Origins of Money

224

Wied, Maximilian, Prinz zu. 1841. Reise in das innere Nord-America in den 
Jahren 1832 bis 1834, vol. 2. Coblenz: Hoelscher. Translated as Travels in 
the Interior of North America (London: Ackermann, 1843).

Wilken, G. A. 1889. “Iets over de Schedelvereering bij de Volken van den 
Indischen Archipel.” Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde van 
Nederlandsch-Indië 38 (1): 89–129.

Wilson, John Leighton. 1862. West-Afrika geographisch und historisch geschil-
dert. London: Lorck. Originally published as Western Africa: Its History, 
Condition, and Prospects (London: Low, 1856).

Winterbottom, Thomas. 1805. Nachrichten von der Sierra-Leone-Küste und 
ihren Bewohnern. Weimar: Industrie-Comptoirs. Originally published as 
An Account of the Native Africans in the Neighbourhood of Sierra Leone [...], 
vol. 1 (London: Whittingham, 1803).

Wissmann, Hermann von, Curt von Francois, Ludwig Wolf, and Hans 
Müller. 1888. Im Innern Afrikas: Die Erforschung des Kassai während der 
Jahre 1883, 1884 und 1885. Leipzig: Brockhaus.

Worsaae, Jens Jacob A. 1844. Dänemarks Vorzeit durch Alterthümer und 
Grabhügel. Copenhagen: Reitzel.

Yeats, John. 1887. The Growth and Vicissitudes of Commerce. London: Philip 
& Son.

Zenker, Georg A. 1895. “Yaúnde.” Mitteilungen von Forschungsreisenden und 
Gelehrten aus den deutschen Schutzgebieten 8: 36–69.



225

Editors’ References

This second bibliography includes all references from the introduction, 
the image captions, and the editors’ annotations. It also offers a more 
extensive list of Schurtz’s works in chronological order.

Abel, Herbert. 1969. “Beiträge zur Geschichte des Übersee-Museums II.” 
In Veröffentlichungen aus dem Übersee-Museum in Bremen, vol. 2, 75–81. 
Bremen: Übersee-Museum Bremen.

Aglietta, Michel. 2018. Money: 5,000 Years of Debt and Power. Translated by 
David Broder. London: Verso Books.

Aglietta, Michel, and André Orléan. 1982. La violence de la monnaie. Paris: 
Presses Universitaires de France.

Akin, David, and Joel Robbins, eds. 1999. Money and Modernity: State and 
Local Currencies in Melanesia. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Amin, Samir. 1990. Delinking: Towards a Polycentric World. Translated by 
Michael Wolfers. London: Zed Books.

Athané, François. 2008. “Le don, histoire du concept, évolution des pra-
tiques.” PhD diss., Université Paris-Ouest-Nanterre.

Bagehot, Walter. (1848) 1978. “The Currency Monopoly.” In The Collected 
Works of Walter Bagehot, vol. 9, edited by Norman St John-Stevas, 235–
71. London: The Economist.

Balandier, Georges. (1961) 2018. “Total Social Phenomena and Social Dy-
namics.” Translated by Catherine V. Howard. Hau: Journal of Ethno-
graphic Theory 8 (3): 702–708.

———. 1970. The Sociology of Black Africa: Social Dynamics in Central Africa. 
Translated by Douglas Garman. London: Andre Deutsch.



An Outline of the Origins of Money

226

Bassi, Marco. 2023. “From Herder to Strecker: Birth and Developments 
of the Anthropological Notion of Culture in Germany.” In Histories of 
Anthropology, edited by Gabriella D’Agostino and Vincenzo Matera, 
127–55. Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Bastian, Adolf. 1901. Review of Urgeschichte der Kultur by Heinrich Schurtz. 
Ethnologisches Notizblatt 2 (3): 95–103.

Ben Gadha, Maha, Fadhel Kaboub, Kai Koddenbrock, Ines Mahmoud, and 
Ndongo Samba Sylla, eds. 2022. Economic and Monetary Sovereignty in 
21st Century Africa. London: Pluto Press.

Birndt, C. F. 1900. “Dr. med. Heinrich Schurtz.” Zeitschrift für Parapsycho-
logie 27 (November): 653–55.

Bohannan, Paul. 1959. “The Impact of Money on an African Subsistence 
Economy.” The Journal of Economic History 19 (4): 491–503.

Bourdieu, Pierre, and Abdelmalek Sayad. 1964. Le déracinement: la crise de 
l ’agriculture traditionnelle en Algérie. Paris: Éditions de Minuit.

Brandl, Felix. 2015. Von der Entstehung des Geldes zur Sicherung der Währung. 
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