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Stone Money, Cryptocurrency, and Blockchain:
Applying the Wisdom of a Small Society to a Big Society

Hiroo Sasaki

The stone money still in use in the traditional community of Yap in the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), a
country in the Pacific Ocean, is known to be the origin of current ideas such as blockchain and cryptocurrencies. In
this paper, I will first provide an overview of the structure of Yap's traditional society and how stone money is formed
and function within it, relying on research by anthropologists and others.

The FSM has a large number of islands, and each island has its own distinct culture. The traditional culture and
social structure of Yap, in particular, is known to be very different from that of the other major islands of the FSM.

For example, on the island of Pohnpei, where the capital of the FSM is located, there are several "nations", each of
which has a powerful Supreme Chief. Within each "nation", there is a firm hierarchical structure with the Supreme
Chief at the top, and in the past, even resource allocation was done through the Supreme Chief.

In contrast, Yap's traditional society used to consist of more than a hundred villages, some of which fought each
other, and some of which formed alliances with each other. Although there was a supreme chief for the entire island,
his power was not as powerful as on other islands, and he functioned as a coordinator between the villages. The island
of Yap was also a network society in the sense that there were "circuits," or channels of information transmission,
running throughout the island.

It was within this social structure that the stone money was born. The stone money of Yap is still used in several
types of transactions and ceremonies.

There are still a large number of stone money in Yap, many of which are so huge that they are difficult to transport
and remain in the same place where they were first set up. Therefore, when the transaction is over, only the
ownership of the stone money will be transferred.

Stone money was made on Palau Island in the past. The people of Yap went to Palau Island, quarried the stone, and
processed it into the money. Then, canoes or rafts towed by canoes carried the stone money to Yap.

They may face difficulties such as encountering storms during the voyage. Among the various factors that
determine the value of a Yap stone money, the amount of hardship experienced in bringing the money to Yap is said to
have a great impact on its value. In other words, the greater the hardship, the greater the value.

Next, let us consider the relationship between cryptocurrency and stone money. As we see above, the value of
Yap's stone money depends on the amount of hardship, which is very similar to the mechanism of Bitcoin, in which a
new coin is given to the winner of a mining competition.

In the old days, there was no writing in the Yap language, so it was not possible to record the transaction records of

stone money in writing. Therefore, the records of transactions and the stories of hardships that affected the value of
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money were memorized in people's minds.

Since Yap is a small and sparsely populated society, how the trade of stone money took place was a matter of
interest to many people. Therefore, since the fact that stone money were traded was commonly remembered in the
minds of many people, many people became witnesses to the trade. In such an environment, if someone tried to
maliciously falsify the transaction records, it would not work. This is because many of the "witnesses" would be able
to see through their own memories that the falsification had taken place.

On the other hand, in Bitcoin, the "hardship" of mining is the source of value, just as in the case of Yap's stone
money, but it is difficult to make a surveillance system with "witnesses" similar to that of Yap's function in a large
society such as Japan or the United States. In such cases, blockchain is a mechanism to prevent falsification of
transaction records. Blockchain is a mechanism that uses cryptography and ICT to make it effective in preventing
tampering even in the larger society. In a blockchain, the same information is stored on many computers, so that even
if someone tries to tamper with the information, other computers will act as "witnesses" and prevent the tampering.

Like the relationship between stone money and cryptocurrency, there are many attempts to make various wisdoms
created in traditional "small" societies possible in "large" societies using modern technology.

For example, ride-sharing services such as Uber may be seen as an attempt to make mutual aid, which has been

practiced in traditional small communities, possible in larger communities where people are more anonymous.





