                           
Handout 14:  On Gifts and Commodities



	 Commodity exchange is the exchange of alienable objects between people who are in a state of reciprocal independence that establishes a quantitative relationship between the objects exchanged.  


Gift exchange is an exchange of inalienable objects between people who are in a state of reciprocal dependence that establishes a qualitative relationship between the transactors.  

	Commodities establish quantitative relationships between the things exchanged. They are alienable objects transacted by aliens. 


Gifts establish personal relationships between people. They are inalienable objects transacted by non-aliens. 

	 What the distinction between gifts and commodities provides is not an essentialist typology of "them" versus "us" -- where they have a gift economy and we have a commodity economy -- but rather a relatively powerful model for understanding a whole spectrum of social and economic relations.  These relations encompass both Papua New Guineans and ourselves. (This is not to discount that there are differences between Papua New Guinea villagers and ourselves, but the differences are ones of [to be sure, important] degree, rather than ones of absolute otherness.)  This is so, in part, because a life strictly according to commodity logic is unsustainable.


	   The ideology of gifts in our capitalist society reveals two tensions: 


		A)  A tension between our conceptions of objects as: 
			
			i)  	anonymous commodities that are bought and sold and 
			
			ii) 	personal tokens that are given and received as gifts.  

		B)  A tension between our conception of people as: 

	free and independent individuals and 


ii) 	enmeshed in relations of mutual obligation.

	 These tensions are resolved through an ideology of the perfect gift:  The perfect gift is the thought; the giver of the perfect gift gives out of disinterested love and affection;  the perfect gift is immaterial;  the monetary worth of the perfect gift is beside the point;  the perfect gift should be unconstrained and unconstraining.


	 The rise of industrial capitalism entailed a set of social and cultural changes that are important for understanding the ideology of the gift (in our world – and, perhaps, in those of others):


	 Free and disinterested givers and recipients who transact unobligated expressions of affection come into existence with the shift of production out of the affective domain (which is to say, with the separation of production from the household).  Gift transactions among family members were once influenced by the economic significance of household relationships.


	The affectively neutral and transient relations of wage labor (and capital accumulation) demand the development of a free, monadic self.  Such a self us capable of being hired and fired as a free and independent agent.  Such a self, moreover, is not embodied in his/her product and hence (what is called) surplus value can be appropriated.  This is to say, the worker is alienated from his product. 


	 About Michael Kamban who tried to resist the reduction of social properties to market values.  


