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The belief of all, faith, is the effect of the need of all, of their unanimous
desires. Magical judgment is the object of a social consent, the translation
of a social need. . . . It is because the effect desired by all is witnessed by
all that the means are acknowledged as apt ro produce the effect. It is be-
cause they desired the healing of the feverish patients that sprinklings of
cold water and sympathetic contact with a frog seemed to the Hindus who
called on the Brahmins of the Atharva-veda sufficient antagonists to
third- or fourth-degree fever. In short, it is always society that pays itself
in the counterfeit money of its dreams.

—from Marcel Mauss and Henri Hubert, Mana and Magic
(1904, trans. Loic Wacquant)
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A Few Words by Way

of Introduction

hen T originally set out to write this book, the goals I had in

mind were relatively modest. I was interested, first of all, in

making a contribution to anthropological theories of value.
Many anthropologists have long felt we really should have a theory of value:
that is, one that seeks to move from understanding how different cultures
define the world in radically different ways (which anthropologists have al-
ways been good at describing) to how, at the same time, they define what is
beautiful, or worthwhile, or important about it. To see how meaning, one
might say, turns into desire. To be able to do so promises to resolve a lot of
notoriously thorny problems not only in anthropology but also in social sci-
ence more generally. I wanted to see if I could map out at least the outlines
of such a theory and also, to relate them to certain ideas about wealth and
power and the nature of money that I had first set out in an essay several
years before (Graeber 1996).

In the course of writing, however, something started happening. The
more I wrote, the more I was forced to confront the fact that my own as-
sumptions and priorities were in many ways diametrically opposed to much
of what now stands as common wisdom in the social sciences—or at least
those disciplines (sociology, anthropology, history, cultural studies, etc.) that
see themselves as most politically engaged. As I found myself increasingly
obliged to clarify points of difference, I realized the book was turning into
something much more ambitious: in some ways, it was acquiring the quali-
ties of political tract, or at least, an extended reflection on the relation be-
tween disciplines like anthropology and politics.

The standard history—the sort of thing a journalist would take as self-ev-
ident fact—is that the last decades of the twentieth century were a time when
the American left largely retreated to universities and graduate departments,
spinning out increasingly arcane radical meta-theory, deconstructing every-
thing in sight, as all around them, the rest of the world became increasingly
conservative. As a broad caricature, I suppose this is not entirely inaccurate.
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But recent events suggest there might be very different ways to tell this story.
The last several years have seen the rapid growth of new social movements—
particularly, movements against neoliberalism (in the United States referred
to as “free market” ideologies)—in just about every corner of the world, in-
cluding, somewhat belatedly, the United States itself. Yet the so-called aca-
demic left in America has played almost no role in this; in fact, many of its
presumed members seem only vaguely aware that such movements exist. Per-
haps this is not all that surprising: neoliberalism itself remains a subject on
which modern critical meta-theory has never had very much to say.

But why is that? It seems to me that in a surprising variety of ways, this
critical theory actually anticipated neoliberal arguments. Take, for example,
the concept of “postmodernism.” Now, admittedly this is a somewhat tricky
one because there were never many scholars willing to actually call them-
selves “postmodernists.” But in a way, this was precisely what made the term
so powerful: “postmodernism” was not something anyone was proposing but
a fait accompli that everyone simply had to accept. From the ‘80s on, it has
become common to be presented with a series of arguments that might be
summarized, in caricature form, as something like this:

1. We now live in a Postmodern Age. The world has changed; no one is
responsible, it simply happened as a result of inexorable processes;
neither can we do anything about it, but we must simply adopt our-
selves to new conditions.

2. One result of our postmodern condition is that schemes to change
the world or human society through collective political action are no
longer viable. Everything is broken up and fragmented; anyway, such
schemes will inevitably either prove impossible, or produce totalitar-
ian nightmares.

3. While this might seem to leave little room for human agency in his-
tory, one need not despair completely. Legitimate political action can
take place, provided it is on a personal level: through the fashioning
of subversive identities, forms of creative consumption, and the like.
Such action is itself political and potentially liberatory.

This is, as I say, a caricature: the actual arguments made in any particular
theoretical tract of the time were usually infinitely more complex. Still, they
almost invariably did share some version of these three themes. Compare
them, then, to the arguments that began to be promulgated in the ‘90s, in
the popular media, about a phenomena referred to as “globalization”:

1. We now live in the age of the Global Market. The world has changed;

no one is responsible, it simply happened as the result of inexorable
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processes; neither can we do anything about it, but we must simply
adopt ourselves to new conditions.

2. One result is that schemes aiming to change society through collec-
tive political action are no longer viable. Dreams of revolution have
been proven impossible or, worse, bound to produce totalitarian
nightmares; even any idea of changing society through electoral poli-
tics must now be abandoned in the name of “competitiveness.”

3. If this might seem to leave little room for democracy, one need not
despair: market behavior, and particularly individual consumption
decisions, are democracy; indeed, they are all the democracy we'll ever
really need.

There is, of course, one enormous difference between the two arguments.
The central claim of those who celebrated postmodernism is that we have
entered a world in which all totalizing systems—science, humanity, nation,
truth, and so forth—have all been shattered; in which there are no longer
any grand mechanisms for stitching together a world now broken into in-
commensurable fragments. One can no longer even imagine that there could
be a single standard of value by which to measure things. The neoliberals on
the other hand are singing the praises of a global market that is, in fact, the
single greatest and most monolithic system of measurement ever created, a
totalizing system that would subordinate everything—every object, every
piece of land, every human capacity or relationship—on the planet to a
single standard of value.

It is becoming increasingly obvious that what those who celebrated post-
modernism were describing was in large part simply the effects of this uni-
versal market system, which, like any totalizing system of value, tends to
throw all others into doubt and disarray. The remarkable thing is that they
failed to notice this fact. How? And why has it been so difficult for them to
come up with a way to criticize a system that would seem to fly directly in
the face of everything they are calling for?

Probably the reason is because those who used terms like “postmod-
ernism” did not, in fact, see themselves as calling for anything. They were
not writing manifestos for a postmodernist movement. They thought they
were simply describing something that was already taking place, inexorably,
through the movement of one or another sort of structural force. And in this
their attitude was, again, merely an exaggerated version of a much more
common one. This, I think, is the best explanation for the current paralysis.
To put it bluntly: now that it has become obvious that “structural forces”
alone are not likely to themselves produce something we particularly like, we
are left with the prospect of coming up with some actual alternatives. Even
aside from the always-daunting fact that this would mean deciding who
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“we” are, it would require a massive change of theoretical habits. It would
mean accepting that people, as part of social movements of one kind or an-
other, might be capable of affecting the course of history in a significant way.
That alternatives can indeed be created, and not just come about. That
would in turn mean having to give some serious thought to what role intel-
lectuals can legitimately play in this process, and how they might do so with-
out fomenting the kind of stupid sectarian dogmatism we've so often ended
up fomenting in the past. My own experience over the last year working
with the Direct Action Network suggests that on a lot of these questions, the
activists are way ahead of us.

Obviously, this book is not itself an attempt to answer these questions. It
is, as I say, a book that I wrote largely in order to work out some problems
in anthropological theories of value. Still, it strikes me that if one is looking
for alternatives to what might be called the philosophy of neoliberalism, its
most basic assumptions about the human condition, then a theory of value
would not be a bad place to start. If we are not, in fact, calculating individ-
uals trying to accumulate the maximum possible quantities of power, plea-
sure, and material wealth, then what, precisely, are we? The first three
chapters of the book are an effort to survey how social theorists have dealt
with such questions in the past, the dead ends that they have tended to run
into, and also, how many of most apparently innovative recent theorists have
tended to recycle these same old dilemmas—without, for the most part, re-
alizing they were doing so. It ends with a suggestion for one possible way
out, starting from what I call the “Heracleitian tradition,” one that sees what
seem to us to be fixed objects as patterns of motion, and what seem to be
fixed ‘social structures’ as patternings of action. Value, I'll suggest, can best
be seen in this light as the way in which actions become meaningful to the
actor by being incorporated in some larger, social totalitcy—even if in many
cases the totality in question exists primarily in the actor’s imagination. This
argument turns on a rather idiosyncratic reading of the ideas of Karl Marx.

The second half of the book focuses more on two themes, exchange, and
social creativity. It begins with an essay originally entitled “Beads and
Money: Notes Toward a Theory of Wealth and Power” (Graeber 1996),
which asks why it is that objects chosen as currencies (beads, shells, gold, sil-
ver, etc.,) so often consisted of things that were otherwise used only as ob-
jects of adornment; it goes on to explore several detailed ethnographic case
studies, ranging from a chapter on wampum in the seventeenth century
American northeast, to a return to the French anthropologist Marcel Mauss’
famous examples of Trobriand, Maori, and Kwakiutl “gift economies,” and
finally, some material drawn from my own work on magic and royal ritual
in the Merina kingdom in Madagascar. Over the course of it I try to tease
out and further develop some of Mauss less well-known ideas, and in par-
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ticular his belief in the role anthropology could play in the development of
revolutionary theory. In many ways, Mauss serves as a perfect complement
to Marx: while one dedicated himself to a thorough critique of capitalism,
the other was ultimately interested in bringing the fruits of comparative
ethnography—the only discipline capable of addressing the full range of
human possibilities—to bear on envisioning possible alternatives to it. Each
approach has its dangers if taken too far. If one takes up the Maussian proj-
ect with too much uncritical enthusiasm, one ends up with a naive relativism
utterly blind to power. But if one is too rigorous and single-minded about
one’s critical project, one can easily slip into a view of social reality so cyni-
cal, of a world so utterly creased with power and domination, that it be-
comes impossible to imagine how anything could really change—and this is,
[ argue, precisely what began to happen when critical theory was pushed too
far in the “70s and ‘80s, and opened the way for the neoliberal backlash to
be found in so many strains of postmodernism.

I did not write this book just for anthropologists. I like to think that it
might be of some interest to social theorists in general, and in particular
those currently struggling, like me, with how to relate theory to a sense of
political engagement. In the final analysis, it is a plea, as the Zapatistas like
to say, “for humanity, and against neoliberalism”: an attempt at least to begin
to imagine what a humanistic social science—one that does not, in so doing,
abandon everything that is genuinely valuable in the notion of “science”™—
might actually be like.
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Chapter 1
Three Ways of Talking about Value

f one reads a lot of anthropology, it is hard to escape the impression that
I theories of value are all the rage of late. One certainly sees references to

“value” and “theories of value” all the time—usually thrown out in such
a way as to suggest there is a vast and probably very complicated literature
lying behind them.! If one tries to track this literature down, however, one
quickly runs into problems. In fact it is extremely difficult to find a system-
atic “theory of value” anywhere in the recent literature; and it usually turns
out to be very difficult to figure out what body of theory, if any, that any
particular author who uses the term “value” is drawing on. Sometimes, one
suspects it is this very ambiguity that makes the term so attractive.

What I'd like to do in this chapter is offer some suggestions as to how this
situation came about. I think it has something to do with the fact that an-
thropology has been caught in a kind of theoretical limbo. The great theo-
retical dilemmas of twenty years ago or so have never really been resolved;
it’s more like they were shrugged off. There is a general feeling that a theory
of value would have been just the thing to resolve most of those dilemmas,
but such a theory never really materialized; hence, perhaps, the habit of so
many scholars acting as if one actually did exist.

It will become easier to see why a theory of value should have seemed to
hold such promise if one looks at the way the word “value” has been used in
social theory in the past. There are, one might say, three large streams of
thought that converge in the present term. These are:

« » S . S

1. “values” in the sociological sense: conceptions of what is ultimately
good, proper, or desirable in human life

2. “value” in the economic sense: the degree to which objects are desired,
particularly, as measured by how much others are willing to give up
to get them
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3. “value” in the linguistic sense, which goes back to the structural lin-
guistics of Ferdinand de Saussure (1966), and might be most simply
glossed as “meaningful difference”

When anthropologists nowadays speak of “value’—particularly, when they
refer to “value” in the singular when one writing twenty years ago would have
spoken of “values” in the plural—they are at the very least implying that the
fact that all these things should be called by the same word is no coincidence.
That ultimately, these are all refractions of the same thing. But if one reflects
on it at all, this is a very challenging notion. It would mean, for instance, that
when we talk about the “meaning” of a word, and when we talk about the
“meaning of life,” we are not talking about utterly different things. And that
both have something in common with the sale-price of a refrigerator. Now,
putting things this way raises obvious objections. A skeptic might reply: it
may well be that all these concepts do have something in common, but if so,
that “something” would have to be so utterly abstract and vague that point-
ing it out is simply meaningless. In which case the ambiguity really 7 the
point. But I don’t think this is so. In fact, if one looks back over the history
of anthropological thought on each of the three sorts of value mentioned
above one finds that in almost every case, scholars trying to come up with a
coherent theory of any one of them have ended up falling into terrible prob-
lems for lack of sufficient consideration of the other ones.
Let me give a brief sketch of these histories, one at a time:

I: Clyde Kluckhohn’s value project

The theoretical analysis of “values” or “systems of values” is largely confined
to philosophy (where it is called “axiology”) and sociology (where it is what
one is free from when one is “value-free.”) It is not as if anthropologists
haven’t always used the term. One can pick up a work of anthropology from
almost any period and, if one flips through long enough, be almost certain
to find at least one or two casual references to “values.” But anthropologists
rarely made much of an effort to define it, let alone to make the analysis of
values a part of anthropological theory. The one great exception was during
the late 1940s and early ‘50s, when Clyde Kluckhohn and a team of allied
scholars at Harvard embarked on a major effort to place the issue of values
at the center of anthropology. Kluckhohn’s project, in fact, was to redefine
anthropology itself as the comparative study of values.

Nowadays, the project is mainly remembered because it managed to find
its way into Talcott Parson’s General Theory of Action (Parsons and Shils
1951), meant as a kind of entente cordiale between sociology, anthropology,
and psychology, which divided up the study of human behavior between
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them. Psychologists were to investigate the structure of the individual per-
sonality, sociologists studied social relations, and anthropologists were to deal
with the way both were mediated by culture, which comes down largely to
how values become esconced in symbols and meanings. Kluckhohn’s main
anthropological work had been among the Navaho, but he conceived the no-
tion of doing a comparative study of values that focused on the county of
Rimrock, New Mexico (1951b, 1956; Vogt and Albert 1966), which was di-
vided between five different communities: Navaho, Zufi, Mormon, Texan,
and Mexican-American. Its existence, Kluckhohn thought, provided as close
as one could get in anthropology to a controlled experiment: a chance to see
how five groups of people with profoundly different systems of value adapted
to the same environment. He sent off five students, one to study each (and
in fact quite a number of the next generation of American anthropologists
were involved in the Rimrock study at one time or another), while he re-
mained behind at Harvard, leading a seminar on values and working out a
succession of working papers that aimed to define the terms of analysis.

So what, precisely, are values? Kluckhohn kept refining his definitions.
The central assumption though was that values are “conceptions of the de-
sirable”—conceptions which play some sort of role in influencing the
choices people make between different possible courses of action
(1951a:395). The key term here is “desirable.” The desirable refers not sim-
ply to what people actually want—in practice, people want all sorts of
things. Values are ideas about what they ought to want. They are the criteria
by which people judge which desires they consider legitimate and worth-
while and which they do not. Values, then, are ideas if not necessarily about
the meaning of life, then at least about what one could justifiably want from
it. The problem though comes with the second half of the definition: Kluck-
hohn also insisted that these were not just abstract philosophies of life but
ideas that had direct effects on people’s actual behavior. The problem was to
determine how.

Of course when one speaks of values in the traditional sense, this is not
so difficult. By this I mean, in the sense in which one might say that the
Navaho community in Rimrock places a high value on something it calls
“harmony,” or the Texan, on something it calls “success.” Normally “value
analysis,” such as it is, consists of identifying such terms and interpreting
them, figuring out precisely what “harmony” or “success” means to the peo-
ple in question, and placing these definitions in a larger cultural context.
The problem though is that such terms tend to be highly idiosyncratic.
Kluckhohn was interested in the systematic comparison of values.

In order to compare such concepts, Kluckhohn and his disciples ended up
having to create a second, less abstract level of what he called “value orienta-
tions.” These were “assumptions about the ends and purposes of human
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existence,” the nature of knowledge, “what human beings have a right to ex-
pect from each other and the gods, about what constitutes fulfillment and
frustration” (Kluckhohn 1949:358-59). In other words, value orientations
mixed ideas of the desirable with assumptions about the nature of the world
in which one had to act. The next step was to establish a basic list of existen-
tial questions, that presumably every culture had to answer in some way: are
human beings good or evil? Should their relations with nature be based on
harmony, mastery, or subjugation? Should one’s ultimate loyalties be to one-
self, to a larger group, or to other individuals? Kluckhohn did come up with
such a list; but he and his students found it very difficult to move from this
super-refined level to the more mundane details of why people prefer to grow
potatoes rather than rice or prefer to marry their cross-cousins—the sort of
everyday matters with which anthropologists normally concern themselves.
At this point the story takes on something of the color of tragedy. Almost
everyone involved felt that the Rimrock study was a failure; in writing up
their conclusions, the fieldworkers found it almost impossible to develop
common terms. Even while Kluckhohn’s disciples—notably philosopher
Edith Albert—were continuing to pour out essays gushing with scientific
confidence in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s, Kluckhohn himself seems to have
spent the last years of his life plagued by a sense of frustration, an inability
to find the breakthrough that would make a real, systematic comparative
study of values possible—or anyway, to relate it properly to action (Albert
1956, 1968, Kluckhohn 1951a, 1961, F. Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck 1961).
It was all the more frustrating because Kluckhohn saw his project in many
ways a last-ditch effort to rescue American anthropology from what almost
everyone perceived as the theoretical doldrums. Where British anthropolo-
gists had always conceived their discipline as a branch of sociology, the
North American school founded by Franz Boas had drawn on German cul-
ture theory to compare societies not primarily as ways of organizing relations
between people but equally, as structures of thought and feeling. The as-
sumption was always that there was, at the core of a culture, certain key pat-
terns or symbols or themes that held everything together and that couldn’t
be reduced to pure individual psychology; the problem, to define precisely
what this was and how one could get at it. One is left with a strange, rather
contradictory picture, since this was also the time when Boasian anthropol-
ogy was at the height of its popular influence and academic authority, flush
with Cold War money, at a time when their books were often read by ordi-
nary Americans, but at the same time, was burdened with a growing feeling
of intellectual bankruptcy. Kluckhohn’s effort to reframe anthropology as
the study of values could be seen as a last-ditch effort to salvage the Boasian
project; it is nowadays seen as yet another dead end. The consensus of those
who even bother to talk about the episode (Edmonson 1973, Dumont
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1982), though, is that there was nothing inherently wrong with the project
itself: rather, it failed for the lack of an adequate theory of structure. Kluck-
hohn wanted to compare systems of ideas, but he had no theoretical model
of how ideas fitted together as systems. In his last few years he became in-
creasingly interested in the idea of borrowing models from linguistics, but
the tools then available were simply not up to the challenge. His critics seem
to imply that if he or his project had lasted a few more years, until struc-
turalist models burst on the scene in the late ‘60s, everything might have
been different.

Be this as it may, the project had no intellectual successors. This is not to
say, of course, that anthropologists no longer talk about “values.” Some re-
gional subdisciplines are veritably obsessed with particular values (especially
those dealing with regions without too much elaborate social structure, such
as clans or lineage systems): most notoriously the anthropology of the
Mediterranean, which has been for most of its history focused on “honor.”
But there has been next to nothing on “values” in general. This is true even
of scholars working in Kluckhohn’s own intellectual tradition. Some of the
most influential American cultural theorists of the ‘60s and 70s—I am
thinking here especially of Clifford Geertz and David Schneider—were in
many ways continuing in it, but they moved in very different directions.

In a way this is rather too bad. For all its sterility in practice, there is
something appealing about Kluckhohn’s key idea: that what makes cultures
different is not simply what they believe the world to like, but what they feel
one can justifiably demand from it. That anthropology, in other words,
should be the comparative study of practical philosophies of life. Actually
the closest parallel to it in the social sciences was probably Max Weber’s
comparative study of world religions, which also was concerned with delin-
eating a limited number of possible ways for thinking about the meaning of
human existence and then trying to understand the implications for social
action of each. It’s possible that his work may even be due for something of
a revival: there have been some recent efforts, for example by Charles Nuck-
olls (1999), to integrate such value analysis with psychological approaches in
anthropology. But for present purposes, the important thing is that the first
great effort to come up with an anthropological theory of values ran most
definitively aground; and that anthropological concerns with such issues
started developing, in the ‘60s, in two opposite directions: one that looked
to economics, the other, to linguistics.

II: the maximizing individual

Practically from the beginnings of modern anthropology, there have been
efforts to apply the tools of microeconomics to the study of non-Western
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societies. There are several reasons it seemed an obvious thing to do. First,
because (apart from linguistics) economics has always been the social sci-
ence that could make the most plausible claim that what it was doing was
anything like a natural science; it has long had the additional advantage of
being seen as the very model of “hard” science by the sort of people who
distribute grants (people who themselves usually have some economic
training). It also has the advantage of joining an extremely simple model of
human nature with extremely complicated mathematical formulae that
non-specialists can rarely understand, much less criticize. Its premises are
straightforward enough. Society is made up of individuals. Any individual
is assumed to have a fairly clear idea what he or she wants out of life, and
to be trying to get as much of it as possible for the least amount of sacrifice
and effort. (This is called the “mini/max” approach. People want to mini-
mize their output and maximize their yields.) What we call “society”—at
least, if one controls for a little cultural “interference”—is simply the out-
come of all this self-interested activity.

Bronislaw Malinowski was already complaining about this sort of thing
in 1922, in what is arguably the first book-length work of economic an-
thropology: Argonauts of the Western Pacific. Such a theory would do noth-
ing, he said, to explain economic behavior in the Trobriand Islands:

Another notion which must be exploded, once and for ever, is that of the
Primitive Economic Man of some current economic textbooks . . . prompted
in all his actions by a rationalistic conception of self-interest, and achieving
his aims directly and with the minimum of effort. Even one well established
instance should show how preposterous is this assumption. The primitive
Trobriander furnishes us with such an instance, contradicting this fallacious
theory. In the first place, as we have seen, work is not carried out on the prin-
ciple of the least effort. On the contrary, much time and energy is spent on
wholly unnecessary effort, that is, from a utilitarian point of view. (Mali-
nowski 1922:60)

Malinowski takes up the example of the attitude Trobriand men have toward
their yam gardens: the endless energies they pour into vying to make their
garden the most tidy and attractive (effort that is in strictly “economic”
terms entirely useless). The whole point of gardening was to show off how
much effort a man could sink into it; as a result, half the yields ended up
rotting for lack of anyone to eat them. What's more, those that were eaten
were not eaten by the gardener himself:

The most important point about this is, however, that all, or almost all the
fruits of his work, and certainly any surplus which he can achieve by extra ef-
fort, goes not to the man himself, but to his relatives-in-law. Without enter-
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ing into details . . . it may be said that about three quarters of a man’s crops
go partly as tribute to the chief, partly as his due to his sister’s (or mother’s)
husband and family (Malinowski 1922:60-61).

In other words, rather than “economizing” their efforts, Trobriand men are
actively trying to perform unnecessary labor; then they give the products
away to their sister’s families. There’s not even any direct reciprocity in-
volved, since the man’s own family is fed not by his sister’s family but the
brothers of his own wife.

Such examples could be multiplied endlessly, and, in the early days of an-
thropology, they were. It didn’'t make much difference. Every decade or so
has seen at least one new attempt to put the maximizing individual back into
anthropological theory, even if economic theory itself usually ends up hav-
ing to bend itself into ribbons in order to do so.

In fact, the effort to reconcile the two disciplines is in many ways in-
herently contradictory. This is because economics and anthropology were
created with almost entirely opposite purposes in mind. Economics is all
about prediction. It came into existence and continues to be maintained
with all sorts of lavish funding, because people with money want to know
what other people with money are likely to do. As a resul, it is also a dis-
cipline that, more than any other, tends to participate in the world it de-
scribes. That is to say, economic science is mainly concerned with the
behavior of people who have some familiarity with economics—either ones
who have studied it or at the very least are acting within institutions that
have been entirely shaped by it. Economics, as a discipline, has almost al-
ways played a role in defining the situations it describes.? Nor do econo-
mists have a problem with this; they seem to feel it is quite as it should be.
Anthropology was from the beginning entirely different. It has always been
most interested in the action of those people who are least influenced by the
practical or theoretical world in which the analyst moves and operates. This
was especially true in the days when anthropologists saw themselves as
studying savages; but to this day anthropologists have remained most in-
terested in the people whose understanding of the world, and whose inter-
ests and ambitions, are most different than their own. As a result, it is
generally carried out completely without a thought to furthering those in-
terests and ambitions. When Malinowski was trying to figure out what Tro-
briand gardeners were trying to accomplish in acting as they did, it almost
certainly never even occurred to him that whatever that was, reading his
book might make them better able to accomplish it. In fact, when an an-
thropologist discovers that anyone is using anthropological texts in this
way—say, as a guide for how to perform their own rituals—they are usu-
ally quite disturbed.
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Economics, then, is about predicting individual behavior; anthropology,
about understanding collective differences.

As a result, efforts to bring maximizing models into anthropology always
end up stumbling into the same sort of incredibly complicated dead ends.
The classic case studies of economic anthropology, for instance—Franz
Boas’ reports on the Kwakiutl potlatch (1897, etc.) or Malinowski’s on Tro-
briand kula exchange (1922)—concerned systems of exchange that seemed
to work on principles utterly different from the observers’” own: ones in
which the most important figures seemed to be not so much trying to accu-
mulate wealth as vying to see who could give the most away. In 1925, Mar-
cel Mauss coined the phrase “gift economies” to describe them.

Actually, the existence of gifts—even in Western societies—has always
been something of a problem for economists. Trying to account for them al-
ways leads to some variation of the same, rather silly, circular arguments.

Q: If people only act to maximize their gains in some way or another, then
how do you explain people who give things away for nothing?

A: They are trying to maximize their social standing, or the honor, or pres-
tige that accrues to them by doing so.

Q: Then what about people who give anonymous gifts?

A: Well, theyre trying to maximize the sense of self-worth, or the good
feeling they get from doing it.

And so on. If you are sufficiently determined, you can always identify
something that people are trying to maximize. But if all maximizing models
are really arguing is that “people will always seek to maximize something,”
then they obviously can’t predict anything, which means employing them
can hardly be said to make anthropology more scientific. All they really add
to analysis is a set of assumptions about human nature. The assumption,
most of all, that no one ever does anything primarily out of concern for oth-
ers; that whatever one does, one is only trying to get something out of it for
oneself. In common English, there is a word for this attitude. It’s called “cyn-
icism.” Most of us try to avoid people who take it too much to heart. In eco-
nomics, apparently, they call it “science.”

Still, all these dead ends did produce one interesting side effect. In order
to carry out such an economic analysis, one almost always ends up having to
map out a series of “values” of something like the traditional sociological
sense—power, prestige, moral purity, etc.,—and to define them as being on
some level fundamentally similar to economic ones. This means that eco-
nomic anthropologists do have to talk about values. But it also means they
have to talk about them in a rather peculiar way. When one says that a per-
son is choosing between having more money, more possessions, or more pres-
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tige, what one is really doing is taking an abstraction (“prestige”) and reifying
it, treating it as an object not fundamentally different in kind from jars of
spaghetti sauce or ingots of pig iron. This is a peculiar operation, because in
fact prestige is not an object that one can dispose of as one will, or even, really,
consume; it is rather an attitude that exists in the minds of other people.4 It
can exist only within a web of social relations. Of course, one might argue
that property is a social relation as well, reified in exactly the same way: when
one buys a car one is not really purchasing the right to use it so much as the
right to prevent others from using it—or, to be even more precise, one is pur-
chasing their recognition that one has a right to do so. But since it is so dif-
fuse a social relation—a contract, in effect, between the owner and everyone
else in the entire world—it is easy to think of it as a thing. In other words,
the way economists talk about “goods and services” already involves reducing
what are really social relations to objects; an economistic’ approach to values
extends the same process even further, to just about everything.

But on what basis? In reality, the only thing spaghetti sauce and prestige
have in common is the fact that some people want them. What economic
theory ultimately tries to do is to explain all human behavior—all human
behavior it considers worth explaining, anyway—on the basis of a certain
notion of desire, which then in turn is premised on a certain notion of plea-
sure. People try to obtain things because those things will make them happy
or gratify them in some way (or at least because they think they will).
Chocolate cheesecake promises pleasure, but so does the knowledge that
others do not consider you obese; rational actors regularly weigh one against
the other. It is this promise of pleasure economists call “value.”

In the end, most economic theory relies on trying to make anything that
smacks of “society” disappear. But even if one does manage to reduce every
social relation to thing, so that one is left with the empiricist’s dream, a word
consisting of nothing but individuals and objects, one is still left to puzzle
over why individuals feel some objects will afford them more pleasure than
others. There is only so far one can go by appealing to physiological needs.®
In the end, faced with explaining why in some parts of the world most peo-
ple are indifferent to the pleasures of chocolate cheesecake but excited by
those of salted prune drinks, or why in others obesity is considered attrac-
tive, economists, however begrudgingly, usually admit they do have to bring
some notion like society or culture back in.

It was just these kind of issues that lay behind the Formalist-Substantivist
debate that preoccupied economic anthropology in the 1960s (Polanyi 1957,
1959, 1968; Dalton 1961, Burling 1962, Cook 1966, etc.). Nowadays, most
consider this debate to have been rather pointless—and indeed, the theoreti-
cal basis of both positions has been largely discredited—but the basic issues
have never, really, been resolved. Let me provide a rapid summary.
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The terms “formalism” and “substantivism” were actually both invented
by Hungarian economist Karl Polanyi. Polanyi’s most famous work, 7%e
Great Transformation, was an account of the historical origins, in eighteenth
and nineteenth century England, of what we now refer to as “the market.”
In this century, the market has come to be seen as practically a natural phe-
nomenon—a direct emanation of what Adam Smith once called “man’s nat-
ural propensity to truck, barter and exchange one thing for another.”
Actually, this attitude follows logically from the same (cynical) theory of
human nature that lies behind economic theory. The basic reasoning—
rarely explicitly stated—runs something like this. Human beings are driven
by desires; these desires are unlimited. Human beings are also rational, inso-
far as they will always tend to calculate the most efficient way of getting what
they want. Hence, if they are left to their own devices, something like a “free
market” will inevitably develop. Of course, for 99% of human history, none
ever did, but that’s just because of the interference of one or another state or
feudal elite. Feudal relations, which are based on force, are basically inimical
to market relations, which are based on freedom; therefore, once feudalism
began to dissolve, the market inevitably emerged to take its place.”

The beauty of Polanyi’s book is that it demonstrates just how completely
wrong that common wisdom is. In fact, the state and its coercive powers
had everything to do with the creation of what we now know as “the mar-
ket”—based as it is on institutions such as private property, national cur-
rencies, legal contracts, credit markets. All had to be created and
maintained by government policy. The market was a creation of govern-
ment and has always remained so. If one really reflects on the assumptions
economists make about human behavior, it only makes sense that it should
be so: the principle of maximization after all assumes that people will nor-
mally try to extract as much as possible from whoever they are dealing with,
taking no consideration whatever of that other person’s interests—but at
the same time that they will never under any circumstances resort to any of
the most obvious ways of extracting wealth from those towards whose fate
one is indifferent, such as taking it by force. “Market behavior” would be
impossible without police.

Polanyi goes on to describe how, almost as soon as these institutions were
created, men like Smith, Malthus, and Ricardo appeared, all drawing analo-
gies from nature to argue that these new forms of behavior followed in-
evitable, universal laws. It is the study of these laws that Polanyi refers to as
economic “formalism.” Polanyi is perfectly willing to admit that formal
methods are appropriate for understanding how people will behave within
such a market. But in most societies, such institutions did not exist; one sim-
ply cannot talk about an “economy” at all, in the sense of an autonomous
sphere of behavior that operates according to its own internal logic. Rather,
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one has to take what he calls a “substantive” approach and examine the ac-
tual process through which the society provides itself with food, shelter, and
other material goods, bearing in mind that this process is entirely embedded
in society and not a sphere of activity that can be distinguished from, say,
politics, kinship, or religion.

The Substantivist school of economic anthropology (its chief exponent
was Polanyi’s student, George Dalton) was thus basically empirical. One
takes a given society, looks at how things are distributed, and tries to under-
stand the principles. The main result was a list of new forms of exchange and
distribution, all of which did not seem to operate on principles of economic
maximization, to add to the gift economies with which anthropologists were
already familiar. These included the notion of redistributive economies, the
phenomena of ports of trade (neutral enclaves in which merchants of differ-
ent countries could do business according to pre-established exchange rates:
[Polanyi, Arensberg and Pearson 1957]), the notion of spheres of exchange
(Firth 1959, Bohannon 1955, 1959; Bohannon and Bohannon 1968), and
Marshall Sahlins” spheres of sociability (Sahlins 1972).

All this was a definite contribution to human knowledge. The problem
was the overall theoretical armature. It is one thing to say “societies” have dif-
ferent ways of distributing goods. It is another to explain what particular
members of the society in question think they’re doing when they give gifts,
or demand bridewealth, or exchange saffron for ivory in a port of trade. This
is precisely what their opponents were quick to point out. Because almost im-
mediately, the Substantivist challenge was met by a counter-offensive by self-
proclaimed Formalists (for example, Burling 1962, Cook 1966). Formalists
claimed that Polanyi had misunderstood what economics was actually about.
It did not depend on the presence or absence of something called “the econ-
omy.” Economics was concerned with a certain type of human behavior
called “economizing.” People economize when they make choices between
different uses for scarce resources in an attempt to minimize their outputs and
maximize rewards. (Yes, they said, this did involve some a priori assumptions
about human nature, but everyone has to work from some assumptions: the
ultimate test is whether the resulting theories produce results.) The point of
social science is not comparing different forms of social system but under-
standing what motivates human beings to act the way they do.

Here they did have a point. For the most part, Substantivists didn’t try to
explain anything; they just created taxonomies. Insofar as they did invoke a
larger theory, it was generally some variant on Durkheimian functionalism.
Where economists saw the shape of society largely as the outcome of indi-
vidual decisions, Functionalists represented society as an active force in its
own right—even, as something close to a conscious, purposive agent,
though its only purpose seems to be a sort of animalistic self-preservation.
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For a Durkheimian, economic institutions can be seen as a means of social
integration—one of the ways society creates a network of moral ties between
what would otherwise be a chaotic mass of individuals—or, if not that, then
at least the means by which “society” allocates resources. The obvious ques-
tion is how “society” motivates people to do this. Without some theory of
motivation, one is left with a picture of automatons mindlessly following
whatever rules society lays down for them, which at the very least makes it
difficult to understand how society could ever change.

Of course, the Formalists, as I have already noted, could not do much
better. They were working with tools originally designed to predict individ-
ual behavior in a market setting; by twisting them around, they could some-
times predict the behavior of individuals in other cultures but not the values
that motivated them, or, for that matter, the shape of society as a whole. At
their most ambitious, a Formalist might try to demonstrate how, if one starts
with a collection of people living in, say, Baluchistan, and a scattershot col-
lection of “values” (food, sex, prestige, not being tortured in hell for all eter-
nity, etc.,) one could then show how the existing shape of Baluchi society
emerged as the result of the strategies people adopted to secure them. This
is pretty much what Frederick Barth proposed anthropologists should do,
calling his approach Transactionalism (1966; cf. Kapferer 1976). Transac-
tionalism was probably the most ambitious attempt to apply the principles
of formal economics to anthropology, and it caused something of a stir in
the late 1960s. The obvious question though, was—even if it was possible to
create 2 model that would thus generate the entire Baluchi lineage system or
the structure of a West African kingdom from the right collection of val-
ues—what would be the point? What would one then know that one had
not known before one started? The result would not even be an historical re-
construction, but a purely logical model that need have nothing to do with
the actual historical origins of the societies in question.

Most anthropologists nowadays would wonder what the point is in even
going into all this; the Substantivist-Formalist debate is considered defini-
tively passé. But there is a point. It seems to me that these basic issues have
never been resolved. Those who start by looking at society as a whole are left,
like the Substantivists, trying to explain how people are motivated to repro-
duce society; those who start by looking at individual desires end up, like the
Formalists, unable to explain why people chose to maximize some things
and not others (or otherwise to account for gestions of meaning). In fact,
though scholars have drifted off to other concerns, the same problems keep
re-emerging. As we shall see, a lot of what passes for the newest and most re-
freshing poststructural theory nowadays is largely warmed-over Transaction-
alism, minus the fancy economic formulae, with some even fancier linguistic
formulae pasted on instead.
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III: Structuralism and linguistic value

Linguists have long been in the habit of speaking of the meaning of a word
as its “value.” From quite early in the history of anthropology, there have
been efforts connect this usage to other sorts of value. One of the most in-
teresting can be found in Evans-Pritchard’s 7he Nuer (1940:135-38): a
discussion of the “value” of the word cieng, or “home.” For a Nuer, Evans-
Pritchard notes, the “value” of this word varies with context; a speaker can
use it to refer to one’s house, one’s village, one’s territory, even (when
speaking to a foreigner) Nuerland as a whole. But it is more than a word;
the notion of “home,” on any of these levels, also carries a certain emo-
tional load. It implies a sense of loyalty, and that can translate into politi-
cal action. Home is the place one defends against outsiders. So we are
talking about value in the sociological, “values” sense as well. “Values,”
Evans-Pritchard says, “are embodied in words through which they influ-
ence behavior” (135). Or, alternatively, the notion of “home,” when it
serves to determine who one considers a friend, and who an enemy, in the
case of potential blood-feuds, “becomes a political value” as well. Note
here how “value” slips back and from “meaning” to something more like
“importance”: one’s home is essential to one’s sense of oneself, one’s alle-
giances, what one cares about most in life.

This was a fascinating start, but it never really went anywhere. When a
contemporary anthropologist speaks of the value of words, instead, they are
almost invariably referring back to the ideas of Ferdinand de Saussure,
founder of modern, structural linguistics.

In his Course of General Linguistics (1916 [1966]), Saussure argued that
one could indeed speak of any word as having a value, but that this value
was essentially “negative.” By this he meant that words take on meaning
only by contrast with other words in the same language. Take for example
the word “red.” One cannot define its meaning, or “value,” in any given
language, without knowing all the other color terms in the same language;
that is, without knowing all the colors that it is not. We might translate a
word in some African language as “red,” but its meaning (or value) would
not be the same as the English “red” if, say, that other language does not
have a word for “brown.” People in that language might then be in the
habit of referring to trees as red. The most precise definition of the English
“red,” then, would be: the color that is not blue, not yellow, not brown, etc.
It follows then that in order to understand the “value” of any one color term
one must also know those of all the others in that language: the meaning of
a term is its place in the total system.® Saussure’s arguments of course had an
enormous impact on anthropology, and were the most important influence
on the rise of Structuralism—which took off from Saussure’s suggestion that



14 Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value

all systems of meaning are organized on the same principles as a language,
so that technically, linguistics should be considered just one sub-field of an
(as yet non-existent) master discipline that he dubbed semiology, the sci-
ence of meaning.’

As these examples suggest, Saussure’s approach was more about vocabu-
lary than grammar, more about nouns and adjectives than verbs. It was con-
cerned with the objects of human action more than with the actions
themselves. Not surprising, then, that those who tried to follow Saussure’s
lead and actually create this non-existent science tended to be most success-
ful when exploring the meaning of physical objects (Barthes 1967; Bau-
drillard 1968; Sahlins 1976). Objects are defined by the meaningful
distinctions one can make between them. To understand the meaning
(value) of an object, then, one must understand its place in a larger system.
Just as the value of “red” is determined negatively, by all the other colors it
is not, if one were to analyze the meaning of; say, a turtleneck worn under-
neath one’s jacket, one must examine the full set of other things one person
might be wearing: that is, wearing a turtleneck means that one is 7ot wear-
ing a shirt and tie beneath one’s jacket, but that neither is one wearing a T-
shirt, or nothing at all. Again, the meaning of one element makes sense only
in terms of its contrast with other possible elements within the same system.
This is a crucial consideration, because it means nothing can be analyzed in
isolation. In order to understand any one object, one must first identify
some kind of total system. This became the trademark of Structuralism: the
point of analysis was always to discover the hidden code, or symbolic system,
which (language-like) tied everything together.

Almost inevitably, though, the question became how to connect this sort
of value to value in either of the other two senses. In the early days, when
Structuralism was a new idea that seemed to offer resolutions for almost any
outstanding problem in social theory, it seemed self-evident that it should be
possible to do so. Hence Marshall Sahlins (former Substantivist, newfound
Structuralist) concluded his famous analysis of the Western clothing system
in Culture and Practical Reason (1976) by suggesting that one could only un-
derstand economic value, too, as the product of meaningful distinctions. To
understand why people want to buy things, he said, we have to understand
the place that thing has in a larger code of meaning.

Production for gain is the production of a symbolically significant difference;
in the case of the consumer market, it is the production of an appropriate so-
cial distinction by way of concrete contrast in the object. The point is implicit
in the apparent ambiguity of the term “value,” which may refer to the price
of something or the meaning of something (as the differential concept of a
word), or in general to that which people hold “dear,” either morally or mon-
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etarily. Anthropologists, incidentally, are quite familiar with this ambiguity, if
not always entirely conscious of it, since many adopt it to illustrate the uni-
versality of rational economic behavior—even where market exchange is
specifically absent. The people are nevertheless economizing their resources:
it’s just that they are interested in “values” other than the material—brother-

hood for example (1976:213-14).

So, value in each sense is ultimately the same, just as the Formalists were
often forced to admit. Things are meaningful because they are important.
Things are important because they are meaningful.

Sahlins goes on to observe that Saussure himself made a similar analogy,
and suggests the passage in which he does so should be the basis for any fu-
ture economic anthropology. To understand the value of a five-franc piece,
Saussure had written, one must be able to understand (a) something differ-
ent with which it can be “exchanged,” i.e., a loaf of bread, and (b) something
similar to which it can be “compared,” i.e., a one franc piece, or other de-
nominations of money.

In the same way a word can be exchanged for something dissimilar, an idea;
besides, it can be compared with something of the same nature, another word.
Its value is therefore not fixed so long as one simply states that it can be “ex-
changed” for a given concept, i.e., that it has this or that signification: one
must also compare it to similar values, with other words that stand in oppo-
sition to it (Saussure in Sahlins 1976: 214-215).

Perhaps the best one can say about this passage is that in the flush of en-
thusiasm that often follows the discovery of powerful new techniques for un-
derstanding reality—such as Structuralism was in the ‘60s and “70s—there
is good reason to put common sense on hold and see how far these tech-
niques can take you. Still, this seems to be the point at which they reached
their limits. I mean, really: what does it mean to say that when you use a
word, you are “exchanging” it for a concept? In what way does this really re-
semble paying a shopkeeper for a loaf of bread? Most of all, what sort of
“comparison” are we really talking about here? After all, when one observes
that a loaf of bread costs five francs, and a steak-frites costs twenty, one is
not simply observing that the bread and steak-frites are different. One is
more likely to be emphasizing the fact that one is worth more. This is why
one can say an element of evaluation is involved. This is also precisely what
makes money unique—that it can indicate exactly how much more one is
worth than the other'®—and precisely what Saussurean models cannot ac-
count for. The latter provides a way to understand how the world is divided
up, how objects are grouped into categories based on their differences with
other sorts of object—and Sahlins is of course right when he says that in a
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consumer society, marketing is often a matter of creating symbolic distinc-
tions between products that are otherwise virtually identical, like two differ-
ent brands of corn flake or detergent—Dbut this in itself does not explain why
people are willing to spend money on them. People do not buy things sim-
ply because they recognize them as being different than other things in some
way. Even if they did, this would do nothing to explain why they are willing
to spend more on certain things than others.

On Structuralism, the results are by now more or less in. The general
consensus is that its greatest weak point is evaluation. Many have pointed
out for example that Structuralist literary critics have often provided brilliant
analyses of the formal principles underlying a novel or a poem, discovering
all sorts of hidden patterns of meaning, but that they provided no insight at
all into whether the novel or poem in question was any good. Similarly,
Structuralist approaches in anthropology—as exemplified in the works of
Claude Levi-Strauss (1949, 1958, 1962, 1966)—tend to focus on how
members of different cultures understand the nature of the universe, and for
this they can be remarkably revealing; but the moment one tries to under-
stand how, say, one thing is seen as better—preferable, more desirable, more
valuable—than another, problems immediately emerge. As a result, the great
dilemma of Structuralism has been how to move on from understanding
people’s passive contemplation of the world (Geertz’s “cerebral savage”), to
their active participation in it.!!

Actually, no one has done more than Marshall Sahlins toward thinking a
way out of this box, often with spectacular results (Sahlins 1981, 1985,
1988, 1991). So perhaps I am not being especially fair to him in singling out
this one, very early, text. But it’s also true that since, he has tended to aban-
don talk of value entirely. The only author who has made a consistent effort
to develop a theory of value along Structuralist lines is Louis Dumont (1966,
1971, 1982, 1986). His work thus deserves more detailed consideration.

Dumont is of course best known for having been almost single-handedly
responsible for popularizing the concept of “hierarchy” in the social sciences.
His notion of value, in fact, emerges directly out of his concept of hierarchy.

Classical Structuralism, according to Dumont, was developed as a tech-
nique meant to analyze the formal organization of ideas, not values. Carry-
ing out a structural analysis means, first, identifying certain key conceptual
oppositions—raw/cooked, pure/impure, masculine/feminine, consanguin-
ity/affinity, etc.—and then mapping out how these relate to one another,
say, within in a series of myths or rituals, or perhaps an entire social system.
What most Structuralists fail to realize, Dumont adds, is that these ideas are
also “values.” This is because with any such pair of terms, one will be con-
sidered superior. This superior term always “encompasses” the inferior one.
The notion of encompassment is in turn the key to Dumont’s notion of hi-
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erarchy. One of his favorite illustrations is the opposition of right and left.
Anthropologists having long noted a tendency, which apparently occurs in
the vast majority of the world’s cultures, for the right hand to be treated as
somehow morally superior to the left (Hertz 1907, Needham 1973). In of-
fering a handshake, Dumont notes, one must normally extend one hand or
the other. The right hand put forward thus, in effect, represents one’s person
as a whole—including the left hand that is not extended (Dumont 1983, see
Tcherkezoff 1983.) Hence, at least in that context, the right hand “encom-
passes” or “includes” the left, which is also its opposite. (This is what he calls
“encompassing the contrary.”) This principle of hierarchy, he argues, applies
to all significant binary oppositions—in fact Dumont rejects the idea that
two such terms could ever be considered equal, or that there might be any
other principle of ranking, which as one might suspect has created a certain
amount of controversy, since it pretty obviously isn’t true.!?

So: meaning arises from making conceptual distinctions. Conceptual dis-
tinctions always contain an element of value, since they are ranked.!? Even
more important, the social contexts in which these distinctions are put into
practice are also ranked. Societies are divided into a series of domains or lev-
els, and higher ones encompass lower ones—they are more universal and thus
have more value. In any society, for instance, domestic affairs, which relate to
the interests of a small group of people, will be considered subordinate to po-
litical affairs, which represent the concerns of a larger, more inclusive com-
munity; and likely as not that political sphere will itself be considered
subordinate to the religious or cosmological one, where priests or their equiv-
alents represent the concerns of humanity as a whole before the powers that
control the universe.'* Perhaps the most innovative aspect of Dumont’s the-
ory is the way that the relations between different conceptual terms can be in-
verted on different levels. Since Dumont developed his model in an analysis
of the Indian caste system, this might make a good illustration. On the reli-
gious level, where Brahmans represent humanity as a whole before the gods,
the operative principle is purity. All castes are ranked according to their pu-
rity, and by this standard Brahmans outrank even kings. In the subordinate,
political sphere in which humans relate only to other humans, power is the
dominant value, and in that context, kings are superior to Brahmans, who
must do as they say. Nonetheless Brahmans are ultimately superior, because
the sphere in which they are superior is the most encompassing.'®

None of this, of course, applies to contemporary Western society, but ac-
cording to Dumont, the last three hundred years or so of European history
have been something of an aberration. Other societies (“one is almost
tempted to say, ‘normal ones™) are “holistic,” holistic societies are always hi-
erarchical, ranked in a series of more and more inclusive domains. Our so-
ciety is the great exception because for us, the supreme value is the
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individual: each person being assumed to have a unique individuality, which
goes back to the notion of an immortal soul, which are by definition in-
comparable. Each individual is a value unto themselves, and none can be
treated as intrinsically superior to any other. In most of his more recent work
in fact (Dumont 1971, 1977, 1986) Dumont has been effectively expand-
ing on Polanyi’s arguments in 7he Great Transformation, arguing that it was
precisely this principle of individualism that made possible the emergence of
“the economy.”

One could go further. In France, there is by now a Dumontian school of
anthropology, largely made up of his devoted students, and its approach to
traditional, non-Western societies (normal, hierarchical ones that is) is in
many aspects a new form of Substantivism. If anything, it is more radical
than the original in its uncompromising rejection of anything that smacks
of methodological individualism.'® The main difference is that it has tossed
out the functionalist assumption that economic institutions act to integrate
society, and put in its place the Saussurean notion that you have understand
a total system of meaning in order for any particular part of it to make sense.
Either way, it means that the first step in analysis is to identify some total-
ity. The Dumontians call their project one of “comparing wholes,” by which
they mean not so much symbolic systems as societies taken as totalities struc-
tured around certain key values. (Or, as Dumont puts it, “ideas-values.”)

Note how even in Dumont’s original analysis of India, the use of the term
value covers quite a range. Purity, for example, is clearly a value of the “cul-
tural values” variety with which Kluckhohn concerned himself, a conception
of what people should want to be like; power, on the other hand, seems
more like one of the values Formalists came up with when trying to account
for what people actually seem to want, even if they don’t necessarily admit
to it.'” The claim is that both are ultimately “ideas-values” that can be ana-
lyzed in Saussurean terms, as part of an overall system of meaning.

The best illustration of how all this works itself out in practice can be
found in a book called Of Relations and the Dead (1994), co-written by four
of Dumont’s students: Daniel de Coppet, who worked among the ‘Aru’Aru
in the Solomon Islands (1969, 1970, 1982, 1985, 1992), Cecile Barraud in
the Moluccan village of Tanebar-Evav (1979), Andre Iteanu among the
Orokaiva of Papua New Guinea (1983a, 1983b, 1990), and Robert Jamous
among the Berbers of the Moroccan Rif. The idea of the book is to compare
each society as a total system.

In every case, the societies turn out to be structured around two or three
key values. The highest is the one that defines its members’ place in the cos-
mos as a whole. So among Jamous™ Berbers, while important men spend
much of their time defending and increasing their honor through various
forms of aggressive exchange, ranging from dramatic gift-giving to the ex-
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change of violence in blood-feuds, honor is not the highest value. The high-
est is baraka, which can roughly be translated divine grace and is immanent
in the holy men who resolve feuds and generally mediate human relations
with God. In Barraud’s Moluccan village, life is taken up in a series of mar-
ital exchanges, but this takes place on what is ultimately a lower level of
value called haratut—roughly, island society in relation to its own divine an-
cestors—while the most important level is that of /os; or “law,” in which the
society of both living and dead is bound to other societies. The two Melane-
sian cases are even more complicated, since the values are not named—the
authors make the interesting (and profoundly structuralist) suggestion that
key values receive names only when a society is aware that other societies
with different values exist. When it does not, members of that society will
not distinguish the nature of their social order from the nature of the cos-
mos as a whole, and the values are seen as inhering in the very fabric of re-
ality. Among the ‘Aru’Aru, for example, the three key values are embodied
in three basic constituents of every human being: body, breath, and ances-
tral “image” (the last is the only element to survive a person’s death). These
in turn correspond to the three most important objects of exchange: taro,
pork, and shell money. According to De Coppet, ‘Arv’Aru ritual life is
largely made up of an intricate web of exchanges, in which taro, pork, and
shell money change hands as a way of building up and breaking down
human personae, creating new ones with marriages or dissolving them in fu-
nerals, and, on the highest level, reproducing the relations between human
beings and their ancestors.

In societies such as these, the authors argue, it is utterly absurd to talk
about individuals maximizing goods. There are no individuals. Any person
is himself made up of the very stuff he exchanges, which are in turn the basic
constituents of the universe.

They also admit that all four societies have their “great men”—Melanesian
“big men,” Bedouin “men of honor,” important lineage heads in the Moluc-
cas—and that these are always, those who have achieved mastery of that so-
ciety’s most important form of exchange. But the values they are trying to
maximize are never the ultimate values of that society. Always, there are two
levels, so that while on the lower one, the “values” involved may resemble the
sort a Transactionalist might come up with—“honor,” “power,” wealth,
etc.—on the most important level they are more values in Kluckhohn’s sense,
ideas about what is ultimately important in life. So, they note, from the point
of view of society, great men only exist in order to sponsor certain forms of
cosmological ritual—ritual that in turn serves to reproduce society as a whole,
along with its key values. While this somewhat contradicts Dumonts own
statements that the value he is dealing with has nothing whatever in common
with the economic sort (economists look at preferences; hierarchical values
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are about intrinsic superiority), it means that this model does embrace all
three of the main ways of talking about value; though strictly subordinating
one to a synthesis between the two others. As for why great men perform
these rituals: well, this is not for the purpose of self-aggrandizement, but sim-
ply because they believe it is the right thing to do.

More than any other approach, the Dumontians provide the promise of a
grand synthesis of theories of value—in their case, through a sort of super-
charged Substantivism. The question: at what cost? In order to do so, they
have had to make a strict division between “modern” societies, in which peo-
ple are individuals and seck economic values, and “holistic” ones, in which
they do not. Hence there is a fundamental break between the sort of society
in which most anthropologists live and the sort they study. Second, they rein-
troduce all the notorious problems of functionalism. For example, to speak of
societies as “wholes” does seem to imply there are clear borders between them,
and they exist in relative isolation.'"® Examining history shows this is very
rarely the case. Even more, it becomes almost impossible to see how these so-
cieties can ever change. In fact, one of Dumonts most notorious arguments
is that the Indian caste system cannot, by definition, change. Its structure is
fixed; therefore, it can either continue, or it can collapse and be replaced by
an entirely different system: like a chair eaten away by termites, it will main-
tain the same form until it falls apart (1970:219). These are the main reasons
why anthropologists rejected functionalism to begin with.

conclusions

At this point, the reader should at least have some idea of the history the
term “value” evokes. It is a term that suggests the possibility of resolving on-
going theoretical dilemmas; particularly of overcoming the difference be-
tween what one might call top-down and bottom-up perspectives: between
theories that start from a certain notion of social structure, or social order,
or some other totalizing notion, and theories that start from individual mo-
tivation. Reconciling the two has been a perennial problem for social theory.

Of course, there are those who would question whether there’s much of
a point in grand theory to begin with. Some scoff at the very notion, argu-
ing that all anthropology really has to offer to the world is ethnography, the
description of other societies and other ways of life. There is no doubt that
this is a very important part of what we do: keeping a record, one might say,
of cultural and social differences, a compendium of what being human has
meant, in different times and places (and hence, perhaps of human possibil-
ities). It is hard to deny that if anyone is reading our books, say, two hun-
dred years from now, this is what they’re most likely to be looking for. The
conventional reply is that every ethnography always implies a theory. Since
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even the most apparently bland and factual descriptions turn out to be based
on all sorts of a priori assumptions about what is important and relevant,
and these, on what human beings, or human society, are fundamentally
about, the real choice then is between thinking about such questions explic-
itly, or leaving them implicit—in which case, one will inevitably end up
drawing on one’s own culture’s unstated folk beliefs. The usual result is one
or another sort of economism. And the more one deals with human moti-
vations, the more of a problem this becomes. A more recent variant of this
attitude, that it’s the “grand” part of “grand theory” that’s objectionable,
has—as we'll see in the next chapter—resulted in much the same problems.

Economics, of course, has a very clear notion of what it is trying to do,
and of what constitutes a successful analysis (does it or does it not predict
what happens?). One way to look at the history of anthropological theory is
to ask the same question. What is it anthropologists in any given period were
trying to figure out? The discipline has clearly gone through stages in this re-
gard. At all stages one gathered data. But for a nineteenth century evolution-
ist, for instance, the point of gathering the data about a particular society was
to determine where it stands in a grand historical series, and to discover how
its existence might reveal something about the universal history of mankind.
For a functionalist, it was a matter of showing how a given practice or insti-
tution contributed to social stability (which did carry with it the tacit but
rarely stated assumption that without such institutions society would collapse
into some kind of Hobbesian chaos). For a structuralist, the point of analysis
was to show how social forms were made up of symbolic elements that hang
together as a total system of meaning. For all, however, the ultimate point was
the same: to delineate some kind of logically coherent system, which meant
moving away from individual action—and, in doing so, left the empty space
into which economistic theories were always trying to crawl.

By the carly ‘80s, there was a general consensus that this was the great
problem of the day: how to come up with a “dynamic” theory of structural-
ism, one that could account for the vagaries of human action, creativity, and
change. The way it was usually phrased was as a matter of moving from
langue to parole, from language (“the code” of meaning, however conceived)
to speech. It was at this point that value really came to the forefront of in-
tellectual debate. For reasons that should be obvious by now, a theory of
value seemed to be just what was needed to bridge the gap: to bring together
society and human purposes, to move from meaning to desire.

It is interesting that in these arguments, virtually no one mentioned the
legacy of Kluckhohn. His work was considered definitively outdated. If any-
thing, this shows the extent to which structuralism really has come to set the
terms of debate. However primitive the models Kluckhohn actually pro-
duced, he did at least open up the possibility of looking at cultures as not
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just different ways of perceiving the world, but as different ways of imagin-
ing what life ought to be like—as moral projects, one might say. This was so
far from the approaches most theorists were starting from that it seemed ut-
terly irrelevant.

Anyway, all this perhaps provides an explanation for both the continued
popularity of the term “value,” and the lack of a concrete theory behind it.
Anthropology didn’t really resolve the dilemmas of the early ‘80s. For the
most part, it just skipped over them. The discipline moved on to other is-
sues: concerning the politics of ethnographic fieldwork, memory, the body,
transnationalism, and so forth. Structuralism faded out of prominence, then
gradually came to seem ridiculous; theories that concentrated on power
(Foucault) or practice (Bourdieu) largely replaced it; there was (and is) a
general feeling that the debate was over. Hence, the tendency to act as if such
a theory does, in fact, exist.

As we will see in the next chapter, though, most of the new theories that
seem to have made the old arguments irrelevant are, at least in many of
their aspects, little more than retooled versions of the same old thing. Nor
do I think that ignoring the problem is necessarily the best way to make it
go away.



Chapter 2

Current Directions

In Exchange Theory

solving some of the outstanding theoretical problems in anthropology,
notably the clash between functionalism and economism, which took
its clearest and most vitriolic form in the arguments between Formalists and
Substantivists in the 1960s. I've also suggested that, common wisdom to the
contrary, these issues are not really all that dead. At the same time that Du-
monts school has been leading an explicit effort to revive something along

S o far, I've described how the term “value” held out the promise of re-

the lines of Polanyi’s substantivism, many post-structuralists—usually much
less explicitly—have ended up reproducing most of the same assumptions
about the world as economic Formalism. A brief survey of the current state
of exchange theories should help make clear how much the same old dilem-
mas keep spinning endlessly around.

In this chapter, then, 'm going to take that history up to the present, and
provide at least a brief summary of the main existing theories of value. T’ll
start with a brief account of the rise of Marxism and critical theory, then
consider the return of economizing models (my main examples will be Pierre
Bourdieu and Arjun Appadurai), and, after a glance at the work of Margaret
Weiner, a more detailed consideration of an alternative approach, which T’ll
call Neo-Maussian, which has come to its most brilliant fruition in the
works of Marilyn Strathern, but which in many ways is simply a revival of
the Saussurean approach.

the Marxist moment and its aftermath

If in the 1960s the most spectacular arguments were between Formalists and
Substantivists, by the ‘70s, the great debate was between Structuralists and
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Marxists. Since both sides introduced some radically different perspectives
into anthropology, it is perhaps not all that surprising that both sides as-
sumed older debates were simply irrelevant.

For most of this century, there was no such thing as Marxist anthropol-
ogy. This was because if one wanted to be an orthodox Marxist, one had to
stick to the evolutionary scheme developed by Morgan and Engels in the
middle of the nineteenth century, which held that all societies must pass
through a fixed series of stages: from primitive matriarchy to patriarchy, slav-
ery, feudalism, and so on, in strict order of succession. Since it soon became
apparent that this was not true, anthropologists with Marxist sympathies
were left with the choice of either violating the party line, or writing non-
sense. Most avoided introducing Marxist theory into their work at all (usu-
ally a good idea anyway in pre-war Western universities, where Marxists
were often persecuted). The real break only came in the 1960s, when Louis
Althusser, in France, developed—and even more important, managed to le-
gitimate—a more flexible set of terms, centering on the idea of a “mode of
production,” Marxist anthropology suddenly became possible.! The
groundwork was laid by French anthropologists like Claude Meillaisoux and
Maurice Godelier, but their ideas soon spread to England and America as
well. The most important thing Marxist approaches introduced was a focus
on production. From a Marxist perspective, both Formalists and Substan-
tivists had entirely missed the point, because all their debates had been about
distribution and exchange. To understand a society, they argued, one must
first of all understand how it continues to exist—or, as they put it, “repro-
duces” itself—by endless creative activity.

This was quite different from functionalism. Functionalists begin with a
notion of “society,” then ask how that society manages to hold itself
together. Marxists start by asking how what we call “society” is continually
being re-created through various sorts of productive action, and how a soci-
ety’s most basic forms of exploitation and inequality are thus rooted in the
social relations through which people do so. This has obvious advantages.
The problem with the whole “mode of production” approach, though, was
that it was developed to analyze societies with a state: that is, in which there
is a ruling class that maintains an apparatus of coercion to extract a surplus
from the people who do most of the productive work. Most of the real tri-
umphs of the MoP approach—I am thinking, for example, of Perry Ander-
son’s magisterial “Passages from Antiquity to Feudalism” (1974a) and
“Lineages of the Absolutist State” (1974b)—deal with outlining the history
of different modes of production, many of which can coexist in a given so-
ciety; the way in which the dominant one provides the basis for a ruling class
whose interests are protected by the state; the way that modes of production
contain fundamental contradictions that will, at least in most cases, ulti-
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mately drive them to turn into something else. Once one turns to societies
without a state, it’s not clear how any of these concepts are to be applied.

One thing Marxism did introduce was a series of powerful analytical
terms—exploitation, fetishism, appropriation, reproduction . . . —that every-
one agreed Marx himself had used brilliantly in his analysis of Capitalism, but
that no one was quite sure how to apply outside it. Different scholars would
use these terms in very different ways and then would often end up quarrel-
ing, quoting canonical texts at each other, arguing over what Marx had “really
meant” in them. This tendency (and the specialized jargon itself) quickly gave
Marxism a somewhat hermetic quality that played a large part in limiting its
appeal to outsiders. After a fairly brief spurt of interest in the 70s, Marxism in
anthropology—at least in the English-speaking world>—soon found its place
mainly as a technique for understanding capitalism itself and the different
ways in which indigenous people have come into relation with it.

All this might make it seem that Marxism has not had an enormous im-
pact on anthropology. But this is true only in the most superficial, institu-
tional sense. In a deeper one, its influence was overwhelming. This is because
Marxism in many ways became the inspiration for a whole series of new ap-
proaches—T'll refer to them, for shorthand purposes, as “critical theory”—
that beginning in the 1960s transformed most anthropologists’ ideas about
what their discipline was ultimately about. For most of this century, anthro-
pology has been determinedly relativistic. Since the time of Boas, it had be-
come almost an item of faith that moral judgments had no place in it: since
cultural standards were ultimately arbitrary, who were we to apply Western
standards to people who did not share them? Marxism was obviously noth-
ing if not critical; but it also took those very Western cultural standards as
the ground of everything it wished to criticize. It had been developed as a
technique for exposing the workings of a system of inequality and injustice
within the analyst’s own society, so as to contribute to the dissolution of that
society, and the creation of a radically different one. If a Marxist criticized
non-Western social orders, it was not because it was different from his or her
own, but largely to the degree it was similar.> So too with the other critical
approaches that emerged at the same time: the most important being femi-
nism, whose impact on anthropology and on intellectual life in general is
likely to be even more enduring than Marxism itself. So too with other dis-
ciplines like semiotics and cultural studies. All were part of a broad left turn
in academic life that probably peaked in the late “70s (just before politics
everywhere started veering to the right), but that permanently altered the
basic terms of intellectual debate, ensuring that most academics now think
of themselves as political radicals, even if as time has gone on it has reduced
many to producing what seem like ever more fervent position papers for a
broader political movement that does not, in fact, exist.
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Now, Marx himself did develop a theory of value. In Capizal, and else-
where, he argued that the value of commodities is derived from the human
labor that went into producing them, but that this fact tends to be forgot-
ten when the object is bought and sold on the market, so that it seems that
its value somehow arises naturally from the qualities of the object itself. This
is of course a very famous argument that has generated a vast literature. But
there were few explicit attempts to see how it might be applied to noncapi-
talist systems, or if indeed it could be.*

Common wisdom has it that where ‘60s debates were mainly about ex-
change and ‘70s ones about production; in the ‘80s the focus shifted to con-
sumption. This is not entirely untrue. While the interest in the cultural
meanings of consumption goes back at least to the work of Baudrillard
(1968, 1972, 1976), there has since the ‘80s been a blossoming of theory
that presents consumption as a form of creative self-expression. Its most in-
sistent advocate is the British anthropologist Daniel Miller (1987, 1995).
Actually, Sahlins’ work on commodities stands at the beginnings of the same
tradition, and insofar as such people deal with “value” as an issue they do so
largely in the same sense of a Saussurean code. But this same period has also
seen the emergence of at least two approaches to exchange, both, in their
own ways, rising in reaction to Marxism. One—the one that generally ac-
companies the “creative consumption” literature—is a kind of curious re-
vival of economic formalism, though now, with pretensions to science
largely stripped away. The other—which I've labeled “Neo-Maussian”—is
perhaps more interesting.

But first things first.

I: the return of economic man

This is hardly the place to launch into a history of poststructuralism, but
there are a few points that I should probably have to cover in order to ensure
that what follows makes any sort of sense. It’s actually rather difficult to pick
out any single theme uniting the works of the various authors (Foucault, Der-
rida, Bourdieu, Deleuze and Guattari, Lyotard...) normally brought
together under this rubric. But if there is one, it is the urge to shatter totali-
ties, whatever these may be, whether “society,” “symbolic order,” “language,”
“the psyche,” or anything else. Instead, Poststructuralism tends to see reality
as a heterogencous multiplicity of “fields,” “machines,” “discourses,” “lan-
guage games,” or any of a dozen other cross-cutting planes, plateaus, and
what-have-you, which—and this is crucial—do not form any sort of overar-
ching structure or hierarchy. Rather than contexts encompassing one another,
as in Dumont, one has a mosaic of broken surfaces, and on each surface, a
completely different game played by a different set of rules. Moreover, post-
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structuralists usually insist that one cannot even talk about individuals mov-
ing back and forth between these surfaces; rather, the players (or “subjects”)
are constructs of the game itself; effects of discourse, and our sense that we
have a consistent self, largely an illusion. Ultimately, language speaks us.
Where previous debates asked whether one should begin with society or the
individual, here both society and the individual shatter into fragments. We
seem to have left such debates as Formalism versus Substantivism altogether
in the dust. But here appearances turn out to be a bit deceptive.

Within each plane, or game, or field, the picture usually looks strikingly
familiar. There are a bunch of individual players (or, occasionally, collective
ones) competing with or otherwise attempting to dominate or impose their
will on the others.

There’s no room here to go case by case, but it might be useful to start
with an example from Pierre Bourdieu. This is for two reasons. First, because
Bourdieu is the theorist considered to have gone the furthest in actually rec-
onciling structuralism and theories of human action. His notion of habitus,
of symbolic systems that can be absorbed and endlessly reproduced without
the actor ever being aware she is doing so, is justly famous. Second, because
his approach to economic action is so explicitly formalist.

Consider his reinterpretation of Mauss™ essay on the gift. On the first
page of this essay, Mauss defines gifts as “prestations which are in theory vol-
untary, disinterested and spontaneous, but are in fact obligatory and inter-
ested” (1927:1). Just as in our own society, there is often a pretense of pure
generosity when one first gives a gift, though in reality the receiver is ex-
pected to return something of equal or greater value later on. Hence a gift
can often be a challenge, and the recipient, profoundly humiliated if he can-
not produce a suitably generous response. Nonetheless, Mauss’ ultimate
point is that the “interest” involved need have nothing to do with making a
profit—or even scoring a moral victory—at anyone’s expense. Gifts act as a
way of creating social relations. They create alliances and obligations be-
tween individuals or groups who might otherwise have nothing to do with
one another. Functionalist theorists (Polanyi himself, among others) imme-
diately swept up this notion because it corresponded so perfectly to their as-
sumptions. Exchange was first and foremost a way of achieving social
integration. For some, it became the very glue that held society together.” If
anything, this held even more for Structuralists: Claude Levi-Strauss (1949)
extended the argument further by suggesting that the institution of mar-
riage, in any society, should be considered the exchange of women between
groups of men, which again functioned to create a network of alliances.

Bourdieu, in his ethnographic study of the Kabyle of Algeria (1977),
manages to take a radically different turn on the gift by returning to the pre-
tense of generosity. Often, he notes, all that makes gift exchange different
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from simple barter is the lapse of time between gift and counter-gift. It’s this
delay that makes it possible to pretend each is simply an act of generosity, of
denying any element of self-interested calculation. This sort of subterfuge,
he suggests, is typical of traditional societies, which unlike ours do not rec-
ognize an explicit field of economic activity.

A rational contract would telescope into an instant a transaction which gift
exchange disguises, by stretching it out in time; and because of this, gift ex-
change is, if not the only mode of commodity circulation practiced, at least
the only mode to be fully recognized, in societies which, because they deny
‘the true soil of their own life,” as Lukacs puts it, have an economy in itself and
not for itself. Everything takes place as if the essence of the “archaic” economy
lay in the fact that economic activity cannot explicitly acknowledge the eco-
nomic ends in relation to which it is objectively oriented: the “idolatry of na-
ture” which makes it impossible to think of nature as a raw material or,
consequently, to see human activity as labour, i.e., as man’s struggle against na-
ture, tends, together with the systematic emphasis on the symbolic aspect of
the activities and relations of production, to prevent the economy from being
grasped as an economy, i.e., as a system governed by the laws of interested cal-
culation, competition, or exploitation (Bourdieu 1977:171-72).

Notice what is happening here. Bourdieu starts with an argument remi-
niscent of Karl Polanyi. In traditional societies like the Kabyle, the economy
is not a sphere unto itself; rather, it is embedded in social relations.® But
where Polanyi’s “economy” was just a society’s way of providing itself with
food and other necessities, Bourdieu’s definition is strictly Formalist: it is a
matter of self-interested calculation, making rational decisions about the al-
location of scarce resources with the aim of getting as much as possible for
oneself. In real, “objective” terms, he argues, economizing—or something
very much like it—is always going on. It’s just that where there is no mar-
ket, everyone goes to enormous lengths to disguise this fact. This endless
labor of camouflage is such a burden—often it takes up as much time as that
invested in economic activity itself—that it tends to dissolve away immedi-
ately as soon as a market economy is introduced, whereon the hidden real-
ity of calculated self-interest is openly revealed.

What one has, then, in a traditional society, is one that is dominated by
an overt morality which can never really be put into practice: people are
aware of the existence of self-interested calculation, they uniformly disap-
prove of it in principle, yet it is nonetheless the basis of everything they do.
The result is a sort of across-the-board principle of Sartrean bad faith.”

Bourdieu ends up rehearsing all the usual economizing arguments. When
people act in ways that seem economically irrational, this is only because the
values they are maximizing are not material. “Practice never ceases to con-
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form to economic calculation even when it gives every appearance of disin-
terestedness by departing from the logic of interested calculation (in the nar-
row sense) and playing for stakes that are non-material and not easily
quantified” (1977:177) Therefore we must

extend economic calculation to all the goods, material and symbolic, without
distinction, that present themselves as rare and worthy of being sought after
in a particular social formation—which may be ‘fair words” or smiles, hand-
shakes or shrugs, complements or attention, challenges or insults, honour or
honours, powers or pleasures, gossip or scientific information, distinction or
distinctions, etc. (1977:178).8

In Kabyle society, though, these ultimately boil down to two forms of “cap-
ital,” as Bourdieu calls it: economic capital (land, domestic animals . . .) and
“symbolic capital” (family honor and prestige). In a society without a self-
regulating market, it’s the latter that’s more generally useful, because one can
use honor to get wealth much more easily than the other way around.

On some level, what Bourdieu is saying is undeniably true. There is no
area of human life, anywhere, where one cannot find self-interested calcula-
tion. But neither is there anywhere one cannot find kindness or adherence
to idealistic principles: the point is why one, and not the other, is posed as
“objective” reality. This is where Bourdieu is at his most poststructuralist.
Every field of human endeavor, he argues, is defined by a set of competitive
strategies. If it is customary to give gifts, then gift-giving will be part of those
strategies. Therefore, the motives of the giver are unimportant. You might be
a kind and decent person motivated only by the desire to help a friend, but
objectively that doesn’t matter, because in the overall structure of the situa-
tion, gifts are always part of a game of dominance, an attempt to accumu-
late symbolic capital and gain an advantage over the other party; this is how
everyone else will perceive your actions, and this will be their real meaning.
(To suggest otherwise would be to fall into the trap of “subjectivism.”) Note
how closely this position echoes that of economics. There, too, the assump-
tion is that “objective” or “scientific” analysis means trying to cut through to
the level on which you can say people are being selfish, and that when one
has discovered this, one’s job is done.

Now, it’s one thing to find this attitude among conservative economists;
quite another to find it at the heart of critical theory. Even more in Pierre
Bourdieu, a social theorist who has, more than any I can think of, dedicated
himself to exposing structures of privilege and exploitation even within the
academic world (at no little personal cost). No one could doubt his own in-
tegrity and good intentions. Why, then, his insistence on discounting the
importance of integrity and good intentions in human affairs?
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I suspect it emerges from a flaw in the very project of critical theory.
When Marxism, semiotics and the rest burst on the academic scene in the
1960s and 70s, they were seen above all as ways to probe beneath the sur-
face of reality. The idea was always to unmask the hidden structures of
power, dominance, and exploitation that lay below even the most mundane
and ordinary aspects of daily life. Certainly such things are there to be
found. But if this is 2// one is looking for, one soon ends up with a rather
jaundiced picture of social reality. The overall effect of reading through this
literature is remarkably bleak; one is left with the almost Gnostic feeling of
a fallen world, in which every aspect of human life is threaded with violence
and domination.” Critical theory thus ended up sabotaging his own best in-
tentions, making power and domination so fundamental to the very nature
of social reality that it became impossible to imagine a world without it. Be-
cause if one can’t, then criticism rather loses its point. Before long, one had
figures like Foucault or Baudrillard arguing that resistance is futile (or at
least, that organized political resistance is futile), that power is simply the
basic constituent of everything, and often enough, that there is no way out
of a totalizing system, and that we should just learn to accept it with a cer-
tain ironic detachment. And if everything is equally corrupt, then pretty
much anything could be open for redemption.'® Why not, say, those creative
and slightly offbeat forms of mass consumption favored by upper-middle
class academics?

Of course, I am describing intellectual trends now as if they existed in a
vacuum. In reality, the story is probably more one of the dissolution of the
vast social movements in the ‘60s (except for feminism), the political rout of
the left beginning in the early ‘80s, and the global rise of neoliberal ideolo-
gies. Not that this existed in isolation from intellectual trends either—one
might well argue that the rise of neoliberalism (essentially, the exact thing
Polanyi was arguing against fifty years ago) has been made possible by the
failure of the left to come up with plausible alternatives—but this would
take the argument way beyond the scope of this book. For now, suffice it to
say that post-structuralism opened up yet another space into which the max-
imizing individual could crawl.

Finally, now, we can return to value.

Appadurai’s “politics of value”

If there is one essay that has the most influence on the way anthropologists
nowadays talk about value, it is certainly Arjun Appadurai’s “Commodities
and the Politics of Value” (1986), the introduction to a volume called 7he
Social Life of Things. Phrases from this essay—"“regimes of value,” “tourna-
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ments of value,” “the politics of value” itself—have been cited and repeated
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endlessly ever since. This makes it all the more important to ask exactly
what sort of value Appadurai was talking about. The essay is well worth a
second look.

Appadurai begins by talking about the term “commodity,” which Marx,
among others, applied to objects produced in order to be sold on a com-
mercial market. This emphasis on production, he notes, arises from Marx’s
belief that value arises from human labor; the problem with this formula-
tion, though, is that it makes commodities essentially a capitalist phenom-
ena, typical of some societies and not others. Anthropologists would do
better, he suggests, to forget Marx’s approach entirely and look instead to
those developed by Georg Simmel in The Philosophy of Money (1907).

Value, according to Simmel, is not rooted in human labor, nor does its
existence depend on any larger social system. It arises from exchange. Hence,
it is purely an effect of individual desire. The value of an object is the degree
to which a buyer wants it. It is measured by how much that person is will-
ing to give up in order to get it.

Like Marx, Simmel was thinking mainly of how things work in a market
economy. But Appadurai insists that, unlike Marx’s, his model can be easily
be applied even where formal markets don’t exist. In every society, there is at
least some form of exchange. Therefore there’s no reason to think of “com-
moditization” as a purely capitalist phenomena. Any object becomes a com-
modity when one thinks of it primarily as something one could acquire in
exchange for something else, or that one would be willing to give up in order
to get something one desires more.

This means looking at the commodity potential of all things rather than search-
ing fruitlessly for the magic distinction between commodities and other sorts of
things. It also means breaking significantly with the production-dominated
Marxian view of the commodity and focusing on the total trajectory from pro-
duction, through exchange/distribution, to consumption (1986:13).

Now, it must be admitted that this approach does have its advantages. These
are the usual advantages of a formalist approach. It allows the analyst to skip
past the problem of social totalities, structures of meaning, and the like and
focus on individual actors and their motivations. Alternatively, as Appadu-
rai suggested, we could look at the history of an individual object: to follow
its “life history” as it moves back and forth between different “regimes of
value” (1986:5, 14—15). This latter was one of the most bold and exciting
proposals in the essay, and it has been endlessly cited ever since, as has the
phrase “regimes of value” itself. The latter is certainly evocative. But given
Appadurai’s endorsement of Simmel, it is hard to see what he could actually
mean by it.
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What does it mean to say an object passes back and forth between “regimes
of value?” Could we be talking about the way the same object—say, a rocking
chair—might be sold as merchandise in a retail outlet, then gradually acquire
sentimental value as a family heirloom, and then, after many years, end up for
sale once again? Apparently not. If “value” is simply the measure of someone
else’s desire to acquire the chair, “sentimental value” is ruled out. It’s true that,
in a companion essay, Igor Kopytoff (1986, cf. Bloch and Parry 1989:12-16)
does argue that there are two sorts of value: objects can be valued either as
commodities, which can be compared to other objects, or as “unique” objects
that cannot. This would seem to include unique heirlooms, but it’s hard to see
how a “regime” of value could arise out of a system that does not allow com-
parison of any kind. What, then? Perhaps one might be talking about differ-
ent kinds of exchange: say, the chair might be at one point given as a gift, at
another, sold at auction? No again, because Appadurai argues it is wrong to
make any strict distinction between gifts and other sorts of commodity. Here,
he refers to Bourdieu’s analysis, noting that what anthropologists have referred
to as “gift exchange” is not simply generosity but, like commodity exchange, a
matter of self-interested calculation (1986:12; c.f. also Carrier 1990, 1991).

Actually, Appadurai takes the argument much further than Bourdieu ever
did. The classic distinction between commodities and gifts is that while
commodity exchange is concerned with establishing equivalencies between
the value of objects, “gifts” are primarily about relations between people.
Bourdieu, despite one reference to gift-giving as a “mode of commodity cir-
culation,” never really contradicts this. When he writes about the exchange
of gifts between Algerian peasants, he treats it not primarily as a way of ac-
quiring things but as a way of accumulating “symbolic capital”: of establish-
ing one’s honor, or generosity, or of putting a rival to shame. Appadurai, on
the other hand, ends up writing as if all exchanges are simply about #hings
and have nothing to do with making, maintaining, or severing social rela-
tionships.!! Insofar as goods affect relations between people—insofar as so-
ciety and culture come in at all—he is left only with the domain of
consumption: and indeed much of the essay is concerned with how con-
suming of goods involves sending and receiving social messages. Hence, Ap-
padurai’s “politics of value” largely comes down to the story of how various
elites try to control and limit exchange and consumption, while others (al-
most always popular forces) try to expand it, and with the social struggles
that result. “Regimes of value,” in turn, are the outcome of such struggles:
the degree to which these elites have succeeded in channeling the free flow
of exchange, or, alternately, to which existing cultural standards limit the
possibilities of what can be exchanged for what.

The rejection of Marx, the emphasis on self-interested strategies, the glo-
rification of consumption as creative self-expression—all this was entirely in
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keeping with the intellectual trends of the mid ‘80s. But it also serves as an
object lesson about why, when one catches a wave, one might do well to think
about where it is ultimately heading. Because the end result is anthropology
as it might have been written by Milton Friedman. As James Ferguson (1988)
has pointed out, there is a reason why Simmel is the darling of modern-day
free market Neoliberals. Appadurai leaves one with an image of commerce
(self-interested, acquisitive calculation) as a universal human urge, almost a
libidinal, democratic force, always trying to subvert the powers of the state,
aristocratic hierarchies, or cultural elites whose role always seems to be to try
to inhibit, channel, or control it.!? It all rather makes one wish one still had
Karl Polanyi (1944) around to remind us how much state power has created
the very terms of what is now considered normal commercial life.

One could, of course, argue that all this is beside the point. The real im-
portance of Appadurai’s essay was the liberating effect it had on other schol-
ars (Thomas 1991:28): providing a charter, as it were, to examine how
objects can move back and forth between different cultural worlds and thus
to ask a whole new series of questions about colonialism, tourism, collect-
ing, trade, and so on. There is certainly something to this. Many—perhaps
most—of the anthropologists who have borrowed Appadurai’s terminology
drop the blatantly economistic elements anyway: when someone like Brad
Weiss (1996) refers to “regimes of value,” he obviously means something
very different than Appadurai himself. In this way, Appadurai clearly has
done us all a service. But theory does make a difference. Let me take one ex-
ample. Both Appadurai’s essay and Kopytoff’s emphasize the possibility of
writing the “social biography of a thing”; but both also define their terms in
such a way that it becomes impossible to consider that an object’s biography
could #tself contribute to its value.'® The result is a purely methodological
suggestion, and while there’s undoubtedly a certain charm to the fantasy that
one could reconstruct, say, the entire history of a well-traveled cassette or
handgun or pair of tweezers, it would be a little like producing a list of every-
one who's ever sat on a certain park bench: in the end, you have to wonder
what was supposed to be the point.

This is worth considering, because the other major new approach to
value of material objects that came out around the same time—Annette
Weiner’s writings on “inalienable possessions” (1985, 1992, 1994)—takes
exactly the opposite direction.

parenthetical note: Annette Weiner on inalienable objects

The term “inalienable” is derived from Mauss’ essay on the gift: in it, Mauss
suggested that gifts are in a certain sense “inalienable” (7mmeuble), because
even after they have been given away, they are still felt in some sense to belong
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to the giver. If nothing else, they continue to carry with them something of his
or her personality. What, Weiner asks, would a theory of value look like if it
were to take this phenomenon as its starting point?

It would certainly look very different from the one found in Appadurai
and Kopytoff. Heirlooms, for instance, would not be valuable just because (as
Kopytoff would have it) they are “unique,” but rather, because of their spe-
cific histories. Recognizing this in turn could help resolve some of the more
confusing aspects of Kopytoff’s essay: for example, the way he suggests that
in many traditional societies, varieties of goods are ranked by their “degree of
singularity,” rather as if some objects could be more unique than others.
Really, what one is talking is the object’s capacity to accumulate a history:
hence, in our society at least, there are artifacts that are truly unique (the
Hope diamond, Monet’s water lilies, the Brooklyn Bridge), and then, just
below them in value, a class of “collector’s items” (ancient Greek coins, Miro
prints, first-edition Silver Surfer comic books). These are not quite unique,
but they have a rarity that derives from their historical origins; what's more,
when they circulate, they almost invariably accumulate a further history in
the form of a pedigree of former owners—which then in turn tends to fur-
ther enhance their value. In any society, one should probably be able to map
out at least a rough continuum of types of objects, ranked according their ca-
pacity to accumulate history: from the crown jewels at the top, to, at the bot-
tom, such things as a gallon of motor oil, or two eggs over easy.

Weiner notes that in many of the societies discussed by Mauss (the
Maori, the Kwakiutl, the Trobriand Islanders), the most famous heirlooms
do indeed have their own names and “biographies,” which includes their ori-
gins, past owners, people who had tried or succeeded to win or recover them.
It would seem, then, that circulation can actually enhance an object’s value.
But by fixing on the notion of “inalienability” Weiner ends up pulling things
in exactly the opposite direction. If an object’s identity is permanently at-
tached to that of one, original owner, circulation cannot do this (see Weiner
1976:180-83).

Hence, the main thrust of nalienable Possessions is to propose the exis-
tence of something Weiner calls “transcendent” or “absolute” value. Weiner
is thinking most of all of ancient treasures, here, which are often also badges
of office that not only establish a holder’s name and position but ground it
in the doings of gods or ancestors from the beginnings of the world. The ob-
jects that most embody transcendent value—say, Australian tjuringas, the
crown jewels of England—no one would ever give away. Still, they can be
lost, stolen, forgotten, or destroyed. Preserving them is thus an achievement,
the maintenance of an image of eternity (1992:8-12). Their value, then, is
measured in the fear of loss. In many societies, there is a complex game of
strategies going on in which others are constantly trying to get hold of the



Current Directions in Exchange Theory — 35

heirlooms that ultimately guarantee another’s historical identity and thus the
authentication of their claims to status and authority. In other words, every-
one is actually trying to ensure their most valuable heirlooms do not circu-
late. This might seem about as far as one can go from Simmel’s position, that
value is a product of exchange. But in many ways, we are simply dealing with
a mirror image. Rather than value being the measure of how much one
would like to acquire something one does not possess, in Weiner, it becomes
the measure of how little one would wish to give up the things one does.
Objects of transcendent value are simply the very last things one would be
willing to part with.!4

So far, then, it’s hard to see how we have made a whole lot of progress
since the ‘60s. Weiner’s work points in all sorts of interesting directions, but
she often seems trapped between creating a mere mirror-image of
economism, or alternately (as in her notion of “reproduction”: Weiner 1978,
1980, 1982) swinging towards something much more like Dumont’s posi-
tion. Between formalism and substantivism, then, there still does not seem
to be much middle ground.

II: Strathern’s neo-Maussian approach

There is one major theoretical alternative, if one so far largely limited to
Melanesia. I'll call it “Neo-Maussian,” since its genealogy can be traced from
Mauss through the work of Christopher Gregory (1980, 1982) to that of
Marilyn Strathern (1981, 1984a, 1984b, 1987, 1988, 1992). Strathern’s
work is also considered the theoretical culmination of what is often referred
to as the “New Melanesian Ethnography.”'> No one could possibly deny its
brilliance. Some of her key notions, like that of the “partible person,” have
already had a great deal of influence even outside Melanesia, in fact, even
outside anthropology. Perhaps the main thing that has limited her work’s ap-
peal is that most of it is written in an incredibly difficult language, largely of
her own invention—one which seems to have an endless capacity to slip
away almost as soon as a reader thinks she’s grasped it. It can be very frus-
trating to read.

I'll begin with Mauss. The main question asked in his “Essay on the Gift”
is: what is it about giving a gift that makes the recipient feel compelled to
return a countergift of roughly equal value? His answer—which actually
harks back to Emerson (1844)—is that a gift is always seen to contain some-
thing of the giver. Hence, Mauss notes, objects given as gifts often take on
human qualities. Actually, his descriptions of “gift economies” like those of
the Northwest Coast emphasize the way in which everything—not only as
gifts but houses, canoes, masks and serving dishes—was treated as if it had
its own personality, likes and dislikes, intentions and desires. In a book called
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Gifts and Commodities (1982), Christopher Gregory—an economic anthro-
pologist working in Papua New Guinea—suggests this is a general tendency.
Gift economies tend to personify objects. Commodity economies, like our
own, do the opposite: they tend to treat human beings, or at least, aspects of
human beings, like objects. The most obvious example is human labor: in
modern economics we talk of “goods and services” as if human activity itself
were something analogous to an object, which can be bought or sold in the
same way as cheese, or tire-irons.

Gregory lays out a tidy set of oppositions. Gifts are transactions that are
meant to create or effect “qualitative” relations between persons; they take
place within a preexisting web of personal relations; therefore, even the ob-
jects involved have a tendency to take on the qualities of people. Commod-
ity exchange, on the other hand, is meant to establish a “quantitative”
equivalence of value between objects; it should ideally be done quite imper-
sonally; therefore, there is a tendency to treat even the human beings in-
volved like things. Giving someone a gift usually puts that person in your
debt; hence, success in gift exchange becomes a matter of giving away as
much wealth as possible, so as to gain a social advantage. In a commodity
system, it’s the things that are important; therefore, people try to accumu-
late as much wealth as they can.

Obviously, a system as tidy as this has got to be a bit of an abstraction.
No pure gift, or pure commodity, economy actually exists. Actually, Gregory
himself was suggesting nothing of the sort: as he has noted recently (1998)
he created the distinction in order to understand how contemporary
Papuans move back and forth between one and the other. Nonetheless, such
abstractions can be useful. Most of all, they can be used as the basis of mak-
ing further generalizations. If the logic of a ‘gift economy’ really is so differ-
ent from our own, for instance, might it not also imply a different
conception of the very nature of human beings or social relations? This is the
direction Strathern takes Gregory’s ideas, combining them with observations
culled from her own experience among the Melpa-speaking inhabitants of
Mount Hagen, in Papua New Guinea. The result is a kind of grand com-
parison of “Melanesian” and “Western” social theories.

Strathern has come into a great deal of criticism for “essentializing” dif-
ference. I don’t think such criticisms are entirely fair, because Strathern never
claims that all Melanesians think one way, or all Westerners another. Rather,
it seems to me her work is meant as a kind of thought experiment. Western
social theory is founded on certain everyday common sense, one that as-
sumes that the most important thing about people is that they are all unique
individuals. Theory therefore also tends to start with individuals and tries to
understand how they form relations with one another (thus producing
something we call “society”). People in Mount Hagen did not share these as-
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sumptions. With no concept of either “society” or unique individuals, they
assumed the relationships came first. What, then, would a social theory be
like that was founded on Melpa common sense? It’s at this point she brings
in Gregory’s distinction between gift economies and commodity economies,
and the other ethnographers elsewhere in Melanesia who might be said to

have contributed to the groundwork of such a theory.’®

Marxian critique, Maussian rejoinder

What Strathern is probably most famous for, however, is her ongoing dia-
logue with critical—and especially feminist—theory. Her best known book,
The Gender of the Gift (1988), consists largely of a series of rejoinders to fem-
inist, or feminist-inspired, analyses of one or another aspect of Melanesian
society. Now, considering this is a part of the world notorious for extreme
inequality of the sexes, this makes reading the book a rather surrealistic ex-
perience: Strathern is an avowed feminist, but she spends the book system-
atically knocking down almost every argument ever made that might justify
the notion that Melanesian women are oppressed. It is not, actually, that
Strathern means to deny that Melanesian men dominate women (she does
in fact, acknowledge they do).!” Rather, she wants to expose the cultural as-
sumptions underlying the ways most such arguments are framed. Consider,
for example, her reply to Lizette Josephides’ analysis of Melanesian exchange
systems (Strathern 1988:144-59).

Josephides provides what has actually become the classic Marxist critique
of the Maussian tradition (1982, see also 1983, 1985, Bloch 1991:172). It
runs like this: by focusing on “the gift,” the moment when objects change
hands, one is looking only at the moment the society itself places under its
spotlight: the moment when two important men (it almost always seems to be
men) confront one another in dramatic public acts of generosity or display.
But spotlights do not only draw attention to some things, by doing so, they
also draw attention away from others. Should one not also ask what is being
left in the shadows here? Most obviously, someone must have made these
things; there is a whole cycle of production and assembly of goods that has to
go on before the exchange takes place (and usually another cycle afterwards.)
Rather than be seduced by the spotlight, we should investigate its operation.

Josephides (1985) takes the example of Melpa pigs. Melpa political and
ceremonial life centers on dramatic rituals, called moka, in which clans as-
semble to give gifts to one another. There are lavish feasts, dances, speeches,
and gorgeous costumes. Huge heaps of food are piled up and presented to
repay previous gifts of food. Important men give each other pigs, which are
the most important gift of all. Hageners raise pigs especially to be exchanged;
at any moment, a family will probably have a number in their yard, most of



38  Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value

them considered as the product of one or another of these exchanges. But
who does the gardening, and who actually raises these pigs? Mainly women.
Married couples cooperate to raise pigs; the wife contributes the largest share
of labor; nonetheless, only the husbands can exchange them in public, thus
acquiring a “name.” Only men can translate pigs into fame and political rep-
utation. The whole process, Josephides suggests, can be thought of as a kind
of fetishization, because it ends up making it seem as if the pigs are produced
by acts of exchange rather than by the human labor that went into tending
them, fattening them, and growing crops with which to do so—just as some-
one like Simmel would say that the value of commodities comes from the fact
that someone is willing to buy them rather than from the thought and energy
that went into producing something a buyer would desire to buy.

Strathern objects. To make such an argument one is already assuming
that a person has some kind of rights in whatever they produce. We assume
that, but does everyone? If you examine talk of “rights” in our own society,
she observes, you quickly discover a whole series of assumptions about pri-
vate property. We assume that society is made up of individuals, and most
of our conceptions of human rights are based on the idea that individuals
own themselves. Hence, they have the right to prevent others from intrud-
ing on their bodies, their houses, or their minds (cf. MacPherson 1962).
Marxists simply go further by arguing that this includes their powers of cre-
ativity, and therefore, that individuals have a right to the products of “their”
labor. Now, this argument might be useful, Strathern admits, as an outside
perspective, as grounds to declare Hagen society fundamentally unjust: but
certainly we cannot go on to say that exchange serves as a way of disguising
this reality unless we have some reason to believe Hageners would have rea-
son to see it in the first place.

Thus far the argument is straightforward enough. Strathern continues:

A vocabulary, which turns on the deprivation of ‘rights’, must entail premises
about a specific form of property. To assert rights against others implies a type
of legal ownership. Does the right to determine the value of one’s product be-
long naturally to the producer? (1988:142, emphasis mine)

The first two sentences are remarkable enough—apparently, there are 7o
rights that do not go back to property. But the third is crucial. We're not just
talking about the right of ownership—the right to determine who has access
to one’s product. We are also talking about the right to determine its mean-
ing or importance. And of course, the moment an anthropologist uses a
term like “natural,” we all know where the argument is heading. It is we who
assume the producer should always have this right. We are wrong to believe
that this is universal.
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The Marxist notion of alienation, she writes, assumes that work

has a value in the first instance for the self . . . It is the person’s own appro-
priation of his or her activity that gives it value, in so far as the person is a mi-
crocosm of the ‘social” process by which exogenous appropriation by others,
by ‘the system,” also gives it value (1988:142—43).

This is a difficult passage, and it turns on a rather particular use of the term
“appropriation.” But it is decipherable. Ordinary Western common sense
takes it for granted that objects—like individuals—already exist in nature
(that the ultimate constituents of the world, as Gilbert Ryle used to put it
are “blokes and things.”) Human action is therefore thought to consist
mainly of taking those objects and “appropriating” them socially—that is,
ascribing meaning to them by placing them within some larger system of
categories. By “the system,” Strathern seems to have in mind some sort of
Saussurean code, or alternately, a system of private property, which similarly
divides things up. It is this meaning that Strathern seems to be referring to
when she speaks of value. “Value,” then, is the meaning or importance soci-
ety ascribes to an object. Marxists imply that individuals who produce ob-
jects should have the right to determine their meaning. In Mount Hagen,
she objects, people do not see things in this way, since they do not see ob-
jects as having been produced by individuals. They see them as the outcome
of relationships.

Here we come to the core of Strathern’s argument. Like Dumont, she
views Western ideology as defined above all by its individualism. We assume
every individual has a kind of central, unique core that makes them who they
are. Call it a self, a soul, a personality—whatever you call it, the assumption
is always that no two are exactly the same, and this is what is really important
about a person. It’s thus we can talk about creativity as “self-expression,” of
“finding oneself,” or of contexts in which one is more “oneself” than others.
It follows that other people’s perceptions of us are likely to be superficial and
limited. Most people do not know who we really are. But what if one did not
make this set of assumptions? Melanesians, according to Strathern, either do
not recognize such a unique core, or if they do, do not attach much impor-
tance to it.'® Therefore they assume that we are, before we are anything else,
what we are perceived to be by others. One might object that this would
mean we are many different things, since different people are likely to have
very different impressions of us, or see us differently in different contexts. But
that is precisely what Strathern 7s arguing. Her most famous concept, in fact,
is the “partible” or “multiple” person. People have all sorts of potential iden-
tities, which most of the time exist only as a set of hidden possibilities. What
happens in any given social situation is that another person fixes on one of
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these and thus “makes it visible.” One looks at a man, say, as a representative
of his clan, or as one’s sister’s husband, or as the owner of a pig. Other possi-
bilities, for the moment, remain invisible.

It is at this point that a theory of value comes in: because Strathern uses
the phrase “making visible” and “giving value” more or less interchangeably.'?

So here too, value is simply meaning: giving value to something is a mat-
ter of defining it by placing in some broader set of conceptual categories.
The difference is that it would never occur to a Melanesian that anyone
would have the right to define herself, or the products of her own labor—
value always exists in the eyes of someone else. But there’s slightly more to it
than that. Value actually has two components. Because when someone fixes
on one of those “hidden possibilities” in someone else, thus making them
visible, what they are bringing out is always itself seen as the product of some
social relationship that existed in the past. Given the starting assumption
(that persons are brought into being only through social relations) it only
makes sense that this should be so. Hence a man might be seen as the prod-
uct of the sexual relationship between his father and mother, or, perhaps, the
exchange relation (i.e., bridewealth payments) between their mother and fa-
ther’s clan. O, if he is identified as the owner of a pig, that pig is seen as
being derived from the marriage relation between the man and his wife, who
raised it, or else the exchange relation between that man and some other
man, who gave it to him. Thus people and objects are all seen to have “mul-
tiple authors,” or, in the Melpa idiom, “sources” or “origins.”

At this point one can finally understand Melpa concepts of exchange.
Mauss of course had insisted that in giving a gift one is giving a portion of
one’s self. Quite so here: the pig can indeed embody one aspect of its owner’s
identity. However, we are also used to thinking of the giver as the active
party. Hageners—and indeed, Melanesians in general, Strathern argues—do
not see it that way. Instead, they see exchange largely as a matter of extrac-
tion. Actually this is perfectly consistent with what already been set out: that
one’s possessions take on value (i.e., meaning) only in another person’s eyes.
In exchange, that other person defines the object not only as the product of
past social relations, but also as something “detachable” from them. Again,
take the example of a pig. If I convince the pig’s owner to give that pig to
me, its value is (a) that of its “origin,” the social relations that brought it into
being, and (b) the fact that I can “detach” it from that person, which means
that pig will now embody a new social relation, between that owner and my-
self.2% If I manage to convince the owner to give me his pig, I thus displace
the value of one relationship onto the other. And the object now comes to
embody my own ability to do this, my power to create new relationships.

If all this is true, we are in a very different world than that assumed by
Marxist ideas of alienation. For a Marxist, labor is, or should be, a matter of
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self-expression: the ideal is that of a fine craftsman, or even more, an artist,
whose work is both an expression of her inner being, and a contribution to
society as a whole. Melanesians see work as an expression of one’s commit-
ment to a specific relationship. Wives, like husbands, help raise pigs to show
their commitment to their marriage.*' The pig is an embodiment of that re-
lation until it leaves the domestic sphere and enters the public sphere of male
ceremonial exchange, where its value shifts, and it comes to embody the im-
portance of relations between men. Actually, since the ultimate effect is so
similar (and since Strathern admits that the notion of the exploitation of fe-
male labor might be legitimate as an outside perspective) one might well
wonder what all the fuss was supposed to be about. The Marxist could sim-
ply say, “All right, so the mystification runs even deeper than I thought,” and
the Maussian would then have to either concede the point, or argue that no
Melanesian could ever, under any circumstances, imagine a world in which
they would be able to choose freely who or what they worked for.

toward a synthesis?

Our main interest here, however, is clearly with Strathern’s notion of value.
Pve already said that it seems, in essence, Saussurean: the value of an object,
or a person, is the meaning they take on by being assigned a place in some
larger system of categories.

It’s interesting that this is one of the few points where Strathern decisively
breaks with Gregory. Gregory (1982:47-51) preferred to limit the term
“value” to “exchange value,” in the sense used by economists. Therefore, he
concluded, in a gift economy one cannot talk about value at all. Objects of
gift exchange are, instead, ranked. Among the Mae-Enga for example (Meg-
git 1971), there are six different ranks of objects. The most exalted category
includes only two sorts of things: live pigs and cassowary birds. One can ex-
change a pig for a cassowary, or two pigs, or two cassowaries for each other;
but one cannot exchange a pig or cassowary for objects of any other cate-
gory. The next category includes pearl-shell pendants, plume headdresses,
and stone axes, which again can only be exchanged for each other, and not
for anything higher or lower—and so on, down to the lowest sphere, which
consists of ordinary foodstuffs. Thus, while one could perhaps say in the ab-
stract that pigs are worth more than axes, this is all one can say. To speak of
value, one would have to be able to say how much more: to establish just
how many axes it would take to reach the value of one pig; and in the ab-
sence of exchange, such comparisons simply do not take place.

Now, this clearly has a bearing on some of the issues discussed earlier in
the chapter: particularly the way that objects can be arranged along a con-
tinuum from relatively durable, particular items to relative perishable and
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generic ones, and therefore, by their capacity to retain a history. The kind of
rank order Gregory is talking about is clearly a similar principle: indeed, one
can normally expect that at the very least, whatever unique heirlooms a so-
ciety has will be exchanged (if at all) in the most exalted sphere and that the
most ephemeral products like staple foods will be at the bottom. And this is
almost always what does seem to happen. But there is an intrinsic problem
here. There is a difference between the capacity to convey history (which can
at least be roughly assessed), and the actual history being conveyed. The lat-
ter does indeed tend to be unique, and therefore cannot be the basis for cre-
ating a system of value. Actually, this is why Gregory avoids using the term
“value” at all when speaking of gift economies: “strictly speaking, like for like
exchanges are impossible because, for example, a particular pig will be one
day older and hence a different pig” (1982:50). Marilyn Strathern’s notion
of value seems intended to bring just such historical particulars back on
board—she specifically points out that even when women in a New Guinea
market are bartering lumps of fish for taro, two apparently identical batches
of fish will not be considered the same because of their different origins
(Strathern 1992a; Gewertz 1983). But in order to do so she has to redefine
radically what she means by “value.”

Where Gregory takes the most restricted definition of the term possible,
Strathern does the opposite:

An initial definition is in order. As Gregory (1982) notes, the economic con-
cept of value implies a comparison of entities, either as a ratio (the one ex-
pressed as a proportion of the other) or in terms of rank equivalence.”” Both
like and unlike terms may be so compared. In addition, however, this part of
the world (the Southwestern Pacific) is dominated by a third relation of com-
parison: between an entity and its source of origin. Value is thus constructed
in the identity of a thing or person with various sets of social relations in
which it is embedded, and its simultaneous detachability from them. Here lies
much of the significance of gift exchange (1987:286).

Let me take the argument step by step. Value implies comparison. One
can compare the value of two commodities in terms of their worth in
money; here, one can establish proportions: i.c., five loaves of bread are
worth the same as one steak-frites. Or, one can compare two valuables in
Gregory’s gift economies in terms of their rank. But Gregory’s formula does
not really explain the workings of gift economies. At least in Melanesia, she
says, the critical comparison is “between an entity and its source of origin.”
Now, I do believe one should be as generous as possible in reading another
scholar’s work, but the closer one examines this passage, the less sense it
makes. The first two sorts of “comparison” are not just meant to establish
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that two entities are “like or unlike” in some way. They involve evaluation.
That is, they are meant to establish whether one entity is better, or more im-
portant, or more desirable, than the other. Clearly, comparing “an entity and
its source of origin” does not do this. One is not saying an entity is better
than or preferable to its source of origin. One is simply observing that the
two are similar in some ways and different in others.??

As T have already observed, Strathern’s definition of value is Saussurean:
value is simply meaningful difference, a matter of placing something in a set
of categories. In fact, the passage above bears a remarkable resemblance to
Sahlins’ invocation of Saussure cited in chapter 1. It also suffers from all the
same problems: if one defines value simply as “difference,” then the concept
loses most of the explanatory power that has made it attractive to begin with.
It is one thing to say that women at a market in Papua New Guinea are likely
to see two lumps of apparently identical fish as different. It’s quite another
to say why, as a result, a given woman will want one and not the other. In
order to understand #hat, one would have to realize that actors are not just
“comparing” entities with their origins but comparing the origins of differ-
ent entities 7o each other. And it is this process of comparing unique histories
on which, as I have said, it is extremely difficult to get a theoretical handle.*

All of this is not meant to discount Strathern’s contribution. Mainly it is
meant to illustrate why it can be so frustrating to try to apply it outside the
rather specific (usually polemical) contexts for which it was developed.
When reading her description of gift relations, for example, it’s hard to re-
sist looking for parallels in our own society. But hers is explicitly not meant
to be the basis of a general theory of gifts. It’s not even meant to be a gen-
eral theory of gift economies, since Strathern never makes clear how we
would disentangle one from the specifically Melanesian—or even specifi-
cally Melpa—elements in her account. An obvious example: her insistence
that gift-exchange be seen as a process of extraction would hardly make sense
in the Mediterranean tradition of “agonistic exchange” which Tom Beidel-
man (1988) examined in ancient Greece, or Pierre Bourdieu in contempo-
rary Algeria.?> There the point of giving gifts is often to crush and humiliate
a political adversary with an act of generosity so lavish and so magnificent
that it could never be reciprocated. Does this mean one would need a com-
pletely different theory for Mediterranean “gift economies” What would it
be like? It is precisely this sort of question which Strathern seems to resist,
leaving it to others to determine her work’s broader implications.

Munn: the value of actions

So far, then, it’s hard to say whether exchange theory has advanced much or
not since the 1960s. Or to be more precise, there have clearly been advances
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in many areas; but it’s specifically around the question of value that the same
conundrums show up again and again. It is still, basically, a choice between
the kind of value proposed by economists and a Saussurean notion of mean-
ingful difference.

Other approaches, however, have been proposed. It might be useful to
compare Stratherns perspective with that of another anthropologist of
Melanesia: Nancy Munn (1977, 1983, 1986). Munn’s work concerns the is-
land of Gawa, in the Massim region off the southeastern coast of New
Guinea, which, like the Trobriands (to which it is closely culturally related)
is part of the famous kula chain. The chain itself is defined by the exchange
of immensely valuable armshells and necklaces, forms of adornment that are
rarely worn, but rather, exchanged as gifts between kula partners. Much of
the drama of Trobriand life revolve around kula expeditions; important men
and their followers descend on distant villages in other islands to woo choice
heirlooms from their kula partners. Since an armshell can be exchanged only
for a necklace, and vice versa, these heirlooms are constantly moving against
each other, the armshells circling the islands in a clockwise direction, the
necklaces counterclockwise.

In Gawa or the Trobriands, there is very clearly a rank hierarchy of types
of goods, and it does indeed correspond to an item’s capacity to retain his-
tory: perishable and generic substances like food are at the bottom, and
unique imperishable valuables at the top. Even among kula shells, there is an
elaborate ranking system, with everyone trying to get their hands, at least
temporarily, on the very most famous heirlooms, whose names are recog-
nized by everyone in the kula ring. Previous analysts have tended to look at
such phenomena in terms of “spheres of exchange,” in which different sorts
of valuable can circulate only among others of the same sort. This, however,
implies one is looking for value primarily in objects. Munn instead refers to
what others might label “spheres” as “levels of value,” since for those who at-
tain them, they mean ever greater degrees of control over, and ability to ex-
tend their influence in time and space, or, as she puts it, “intersubjective
spacetime.”

The basic Gawan value template is the act of giving food (1986:11-12,
49-73). If you eat too much, Gawans say, all you do is lie down and sleep;
it means inaction and hence the contraction of one’s control over space and
time. Giving the same food to someone else, on the other hand, creates al-
liances and obligations. It thus implies extension of one’s control over space
and time. If that someone else hails from overseas, giving food creates al-
liances that one can then activate so as to act on increasingly higher levels of
exchange, enabling one to exchange more durable valuables like shell orna-
ments or canoes, and by doing so exercising even greater control of inter-
subjective spacetime. The ultimate achievement is to attach one’s name to a
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famous heirloom kula shell (the most famous, remember, have their own
unique names and histories) by passing it along the inter-island kula circle;
the continual passing of which thus creates the most exalted level of all. Note
that all this is not a matter of “entering into” higher spheres or even levels of
exchange that already exist. It is these actions—of hospitality, travel, and ex-
change—that create the levels in the first place. And at their most basic this
is all “levels’—indeed, all such abstract “structures”™ —are. They consist of
human actions.

Where Strathern starts her analysis from a web of social relationships,
then, Munn starts from a notion of activity. Value*® emerges in action; it is
the process by which a person’s invisible “potency”—their capacity to act—
is transformed into concrete, perceptible forms. If one gives another person
food and receives a shell in return, it is not the value of the food that returns
to one in the form of the shell, but rather the value of the act of giving it.
The food is simply the medium. Value, then, is the way people represent the
importance of their own actions to themselves—though Munn also notes
that it we are not talking about something that could occur in isolation: in
kula exchange, at least (and by extension, in any social form of value), it can
only happen through that importance being recognized by someone else.
The highest level of control over space and time is concretized simply as
“fame,” that is, the fact that others, even others one has never met, consider
one’s name important, one’s actions significant.

Munn’s approach knits together a lot of the themes that have cropped up
in this chapter, but it also introduces something radically new. Certainly, it
breaks the gift/commodity dichotomy wide open. Rather than having to
choose between the desirability of objects and the importance of human re-
lations, one can now see both as refractions of the same thing. Commodities
have to be produced (and yes, they also have to be moved around, exchanged,
consumed . . .), social relations have to be created and maintained; all of this
requires an investment of human time and energy, intelligence, concern. If
one sees value as a matter of the relative distribution of #hat, then one has a
common denominator. One invests one’s energies in those things one con-
siders most important, or most meaningful. One could even rework Annette
Weiner’s argument along the same lines: the value of objects of “transcendent
value” would simply be an effect of all the efforts people have made to main-
tain, protect, and preserve them. Even if, from the point of view of the actors,
the sequence seems as if it’s precisely the other way around.

Framing things this way of course evokes the specter of Marx—the very
one that most of the other authors covered in this chapter preferred to ban-
ish. We are clearly dealing with something along the lines of a labor theory
of value. But only if we define “labor” much more broadly than almost any-
one working in the Marxist tradition ever has. By limiting themselves to talk
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of “work” or “labor”—notions that are by no means cultural universals—
most Marxists do lay themselves open to the sort of critique Strathern levels
against them. But certainly, creative action exists everywhere, and one would
be justified in being highly suspicious of anyone who claims that a given so-
ciety completely fails to recognize this fact. The problem is that if you de-
fine action this broadly, there’s clearly no way to make any exact count of
how much of it has been invested in any given object or relation.?” Even the
outside analyst can at best make an extremely rough estimate. Within the so-
ciety in question, there are of course all sorts of ways of estimating value, but
the one thing one can be sure of is that most of this history—sometimes all
of it—will be effaced in people’s eyes.

conclusions (why so little action?)

Munn’s work, and particularly her theory of value, has been little taken up
by other scholars;*® understandably, perhaps, considering it points in such a
radically different direction than does most existing scholarship.

I have been arguing over the course of this chapter that theories of value
have (at least since the ‘60s) been swinging back between two equally un-
satisfactory poles: on the one hand, a warmed-over economism that makes
“value” simply the measure of individual desire; on the other, some variant
of Saussurean “meaningful difference.” Comparing them to Munn’s ap-
proach makes it easier to see one feature both approaches have in common.
In either case, what’s being evaluated is essentially static. Economism tends
to reify everything in sight, reducing complex social relations between peo-
ple—understandings about property rights, honor or social standing—into
objects that individual actors can then seck to acquire. To turn something
into a thing is, normally, to stop it in motion; not surprising, then, that such
approaches usually have little place for creativity or even, unless forced, pro-
duction. Saussurean Structuralism on the other hand ascribes value not to
things but to abstract categories—these categories together make up a larger
code of meaning. But Saussure himself insisted quite explicitly that this code
had to be treated as if it existed outside of action, change, and time. Lin-
guistics, he argued, draws its material from particular acts of speech, but its
actual object of study is not speech but language, the rules of grammar,
codes of meaning, and so on that make speech comprehensible. While
speech (parole) exists in time and is always changing, language (langue)—
“the code”—has to be treated as “synchronic,” as if it existed in a kind of
transcendent moment outside it. Both approaches, then, end up having a
difficult time accounting for ongoing processes of change and transforma-
tion. Economism tends to reduce all action to exchange; Saussureans have
trouble dealing with action of any sort.
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Starting from hidden, generative powers of action creates an entirely dif-
ferent problematic. Value becomes, as I've said, the way people represent the
importance of their own actions to themselves: normally, as reflected in one
or another socially recognized form. But it is not the forms themselves that
are the source of value.

Compare, again, Strathern. Because of her Saussurean starting point, she
sees value as a matter of “making visible”: social relations take on value in the
process of being recognized by someone else. According to Munn’s ap-
proach, the value in question is ultimately the power to create social rela-
tions; the “making visible” is simply an act of recognition of a value that
already exists in potentia. Hence where Strathern stresses visibility, Munn’s
language is all about “potencies,” “transformative potential,” human capaci-
ties that are ultimately generic and invisible. Rather than value being the
process of public recognition itself, already suspended in social relations, it
is the way people who could do almost anything (including, in the right cir-
cumstances, creating entirely new sorts of social relation) assess the impor-
tance of what they do, in fact, do, as they are doing it. This is necessarily a
social process; but it is always rooted in generic human capacities. This leads
in an entirely different direction than that assumed by almost any of the the-
ories that we've considered up to now.
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Chapter 3

Value as the Importance of Actions

hat if one did try to create a theory of value starting from the as-

g N / sumption that what is ultimately being evaluated are not things,

but actions? What might a broader social theory that starts from

this assumption look like? In this chapter, I'd like to explore this possibility
in greater detail.

I ended the last chapter with the work of Nancy Munn, one of the few
anthropologists who has taken this direction. Munn is not quite the only
one. Another is Terence Turner, who has developed some of the same ideas,
not so much in the phenomenological tradition, but with an eye to adopt-
ing Marx’s labor theory of value for anthropological use. Turner’s work, how-
ever, has found even less broad an audience. There are many reasons for this.
Many of his most important essays (1980a, 1984, 1987, 1988) remain un-
published; others are either scattered in obscure venues (1979¢, 1985a, etc.)
or written in a language so highly technical it is often very difficult for the
non-adept to make head or tail of them (consider, for example, 1979a:171
or 1985b:52). Hence, while a handful of anthropologists have been strongly
influenced by his ideas (Jane Fajans, Fred Myers, Stephen Sangren, et al.),
the vast majority has never even been exposed to them. Before outlining
Turner’s approach, though (or anyway my own idiosyncratic version of it)
some groundwork is probably in order.

the underside of the Western tradition

At the end of the last chapter I suggested that one reason Nancy Munn’s
work has been so little taken up is that theories that start from action fall so
far outside the main currents of the Western intellectual tradition that it’s
hard for most scholars to figure out exactly what to do with them. They be-
long, one might say, to the Heraclitean tradition, which in Western thought
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has always been somewhat marginal. Western philosophy, after all, really be-
gins with the quarrel between Heraclitus and Parmenides; a quarrel that Par-
menides won. As a result, from almost the very start, the Western tradition
marked itself by imagining objects that exist, as it were, outside of time and
transformation. So much so that the obvious reality of change has always
been something of a problem.

It might be useful to review that quarrel, however quickly.

Heraclitus saw the apparent fixity of objects of ordinary perception as
largely an illusion; their ultimate reality was one of constant flux and trans-
formation. What we assume to be objects are actually patterns of change. A
river (this is his most famous example) is not simply a body of water; in fact,
if one steps in the same river twice, the water flowing through it is likely to
be entirely different. What endures over time is simply the pattern of its
flow.! Parmenides on the other hand took precisely the opposite view: he
held that it was change that was illusion. For objects to be comprehensible,
they must exist to some degree outside of time and change. There is a level
of reality, perhaps one that we humans can never fully perceive, at which
forms are fixed and perfect. From Parmenides, of course, one can trace a di-
rect line both to Pythagoras (and thus to Western math and science) and to
Plato (with his ideal forms), and hence to just about any subsequent school
of Western philosophy.

Parmenides’ position was obviously absurd; and indeed, science has since
shown that Heraclitus was more right than he could possibly have known.
The elements that make up solid objects are, in fact, in constant motion. But
a fairly strong case can be made that had Western philosophy not rejected his
position for Parmenides’ false one, we would never have been able to discover
this. The problem with his dynamic approach is that while obviously true it
makes it impossible to draw precise borders and thus to make precise mea-
surements. If objects are really processes, we no longer know their true di-
mensions—at least, if they still exist—because we don’t know how long they
will last. If objects are in constant flux, even precise spatial measures are im-
possible. One can take an object’s measure at a particular moment and then
treat that as representative, but even this is something of an imaginary con-
struct, because such “moments” (in the sense of points in time, of no dura-
tion, infinitely small) do not really exist—they, too, are imaginary constructs.
It has been precisely such imaginary constructs (“models”) that have made
modern science possible. As Paul Ricoeur has noted:

It is striking that Plato contributed to the construction of Euclidian geometry
through his work of denominating such concepts as line, surface, equality, and
the similarity of figures, etc., which strictly forbade all recourse and all allu-
sion to manipulations, to physical transformation of figures. This asceticism
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of mathematical language, to which we owe, in the last analysis, all our ma-
chines since the dawn of the mechanical age, would have been impossible
without the logical heroism of Parmenides denying the entirety of the world
of becoming and of praxis in the name of the self-identity of significations. It
is to this denial of movement and work that we owe the achievements of Eu-
clid, of Galileo, modern mechanism, and all our devices and apparatus (Ri-
coeur 1970:201-202; also in Sahlins 1976:81-82n.21)

There is obviously something very ironic about all this. What Ricoeur is sug-
gesting is that we have been able to create a technology capable of giving us
hitherto unimaginable power to transform the world, largely because we
were first able to imagine a world without powers or transformations. It may
well be true. The crucial thing, though, is that in doing so, we have also lost
something. Because once one is accustomed to a basic apparatus for looking
at the world that starts from an imaginary, static, Parmenidean world out-
side of it, connecting the two becomes an overwhelming problem. One
might well say that the last couple thousand years of Western philosophy
and social thought have been and endless series of ever more complicated at-
tempts to deal with the consequences. Always you get same the assumption
of fixed forms and the same failure to know where you actually find them.
As a result, knowledge itself has become the great problem. Roy Bhaskar has
been arguing for some years now that since Parmenides, Western philosophy
has been suffering from what he calls an “epistemic fallacy”: a tendency to
confuse the question of how we can know things with the question of
whether those things exist.?

At its most extreme, this tendency opens into Positivism: the assumption
that given sufficient time and sufficiently accurate instruments, it should be
possible to make models and reality correspond entirely. According to its
most extreme avatars, one should not only be able to produce a complete de-
scription of any object in the physical world, but—given the predictable na-
ture of physical “laws”—be able to predict precisely what would happen to
it under equally precisely understood conditions. Since no one has ever been
able to do anything of the sort, the position has a tendency to generate its
opposite: a kind of aggressive nihilism (nowadays most often identified with
various species of post-structuralism) which at its most extreme argues that
since one cannot come up with such perfect descriptions, it is impossible to
talk about “reality” at all.

All this is a fine illustration of why most of us ordinary mortals find
philosophical debates so pointless. The logic is in direct contradiction with
that of ordinary life experience. Most of us are accustomed to describe things
as “realities” precisely because we cant completely understand them, can’t
completely control them, don't know exactly how they are going to affect us,
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but nonetheless can’t just wish them away. It's what we don’t know about
them that brings home the fact that they are real.

As 1 say, an alternative, Heraclitean strain has always existed—one that
sees objects as processes, as defined by their potentials, and society as con-
stituted primarily by actions. Its best-known manifestation is no doubt the
dialectical tradition of Hegel and Marx. But whatever form it takes, it has al-
ways been almost impossible to integrate with more conventional philoso-
phy. It has tended to be seen as existing somewhat off to the side, as odd or
somewhat mystical. Certainly, it has seemed that way in comparison with
what seemed like the hard-headed realism of more positivist approaches—
rather ironically, considering that if one manages to get past the often con-
voluted language, one usually finds perspectives a lot more in tune with
common-sense perceptions of reality.t

Roy Bhaskar and those who have since taken up some version of his “crit-
ical realist” approach (Bhaskar 1979, 1986, 1989, 1991, 1994a, 1994b; Col-
lier 1990, 1994; Archer, Bhaskar, Collier, Lawson and Norrie 1998) have
been trying for some years now to develop a more reasonable ontology. The
resulting arguments are notoriously difficult, but it might help to set out
some of his conclusions, in shamelessly abbreviated form, before continuing:

1. Realism. Bhaskar argues for a “transcendental realism”: that is, rather
than limiting reality to what can be observed by the senses, one must
ask instead “what would have to be the case” in order to explain what
we do experience. In particular, he seeks to explain “why are scientific
experiments possible?,” and also, at the same time “why are scientific
experiments necessary?”

2. Potentiality. His conclusion: while our experiences are of events in the
real world, reality is not limited to what we can experience (“the em-
pirical”), or even, to the sum total of events that can be said to have
taken place (“the actual”). Rather, Bhaskar proposes a third level (“the
real”). To understand it, one must also take account of “powers”—
that is, define things in part in terms of their potentials or capacities.
Science largely proceeds by hypothesizing what “mechanisms” must
exist in order to explain such powers, and then by looking for them.
The search is probably endless, because there are always deeper and
more fundamental levels (i.e., from atoms to electrons, electrons to
quarks, and so on), but the fact that there’s no end to the pursuit does
not mean reality doesn’t exist; rather, it simply means one will never
to be able to understand it completely.

3. Freedom. Reality can be divided into emergent stratum: just as chem-
istry presupposes but cannot be entirely reduced to physics, so biol-
ogy presupposes but cannot be reduced to chemistry, or the human



Value as the Importance of Actions 53

sciences to biology. Different sorts of mechanisms are operating on
each. Each, furthermore, achieves a certain autonomy from those
below; it would be impossible even to talk about human freedom
were this not the case, since our actions would simply be determined
by chemical or biological processes.

4. Open Systems. Another element of indeterminacy comes from the fact
that real-world events occur in “open systems”; that is, there are al-
ways different sorts of mechanisms, derived from different emergent
strata of reality, at play in any one of them. As a result, one can never
predict precisely how any real-world event will turn out. This is why
scientific experiments are necessary: experiment are ways of creating
temporary “closed systems” in which the effects of all other mecha-
nisms are, as far as possible, nullified, so that one can actually exam-
ine a single mechanism in action.

5. Tendencies. As a result, it is better not to refer to unbreakable scien-
tific “laws” but rather of “tendencies,” which interact in unpredictable
ways. Of course, the higher the emergent strata one is dealing with,
the less predictable things become, the involvement of human beings
of course being the most unpredictable factor of all.’

For our purposes, the details are not as important as the overall thrust:
that the Heraclitean position, which looks at things in terms of their dy-
namic potentials, is not a matter of abandoning science but is, rather, the
only hope of giving science a solid ontological basis. But it also means that
in order to do so, those who wish to make claims to science will have to
abandon some of their most ambitious—one is tempted to say, totalitarian,
paranoid—dreams of absolute or total knowledge, and accept a certain de-
gree of humility about what it is possible to know. Reality is what one can
never know completely. If an object is real, any description we make of it will
necessarily be partial and incomplete. That is, indeed, how we can tell it is
real. The only things we can hope to know perfectly are ones that exist en-
tirely in our imaginations.

‘What is true of natural science is all the more true of social science. While
Bhaskar has acquired a reputation mainly as a philosopher of science, his ulti-
mate interest is social; he is trying to come up with the philosophical ground
for a theory of human emancipation, a way of squaring scientific knowledge
with the idea of human freedom. Here, too, the ultimate message is one of hu-
mility: Critical Realists hold that it is possible to preserve the notion of a so-
cial reality and, therefore, of a science able to make true statements about
it—but only if one abandons the sort of positivist number-crunching that
passes for science among most current sociologists or economists, and gives up
on the idea that social science will ever be able to establish predictive laws.
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A last word on the Heracleitian perspective before passing on to Marx.
This concerns the notion of materialism. In the Marxist tradition as else-
where, the assumption has usually been that a materialist analysis is one that
privileges certain spheres over others. There are material infrastructures and
ideological superstructures; the production of food, shelter, or machine tools
is considered more fundamentally material than the production of sermons
or soap operas or zoning laws. This is either because they answer more fun-
damental, or immediate, human needs; or else, because (as with law, reli-
gion, art, even the state) they are concerned with the production of
abstractions. But it has always seemed to me that to treat law, or religion, as
“about” abstractions is to define them very much as they define themselves.
If one were to insist on seeing all such spheres primarily as domains of
human action, it quickly becomes obvious that just as much as the produc-
tion of food requires thinking, art and literature are really a set of material
processes. Literature, from this kind of materialist perspective, would no
longer be so much about “texts” (usually thought of as abstractions that can
then seem to float apart from time or space) but about the writing and read-
ing of them. This is obviously in every way material: actual, flesh-and-blood
people have to write them, they have to have the leisure and resources, they
need pens or typewriters or computers, there are practical constraints of
every sort entailed in the circulation of literature, and so on.

This might seem a weak, compromised version of “materialism,” but if ap-
plied consistently, it would really be quite radical. Something of the power of
the approach might be judged by how much it tends to annoy people. Most
scholars consider acknowledgment of the material medium of their produc-
tion as somehow impertinent. Even a discipline like anthropology tends to
present itself as floating over material realities, except, perhaps, when de-
scribing the immediate experience of fieldwork; certainly it would be consid-
ered rude to point out, while discussing the merits of an anthropological
monograph, that it was written by an author who was well aware that almost
everyone who would eventually be reading it would be doing so not because
they chose to but because some professor forced them to, or, that financial
constraints in the academic publishing industry ensured that it could not ex-
ceed 300 pages. But obviously all this is relevant to the kind of books we
write. At any rate, this is the sort of materialism I'll be adopting in this book:
one that sees society as arising from creative action, but creative action as
something that can never be separated from its concrete, material medium.

Marx’s theory of value

The first thing one should probably say about Marx’s labor theory of value
is that it’s not the same as David Ricardo’s. People often confuse them. Ri-
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cardo argued that the value of a commodity in a market system can be cal-
culated in terms of the “man-hours” that went into making it, and therefore
it should be theoretically possible to calculate precisely how many people
worked how long in the process of making it (and, presumably, making the
raw materials, shipping them from place to place, and so on.) In fact, Marx
felt Ricardo’s approach was inadequate. What makes capitalism unique, he
argued, is that it is the only system in which labor—a human being’s capac-
ity to transform the world, their powers of physical and mental creativicy—
can itself be bought and sold. After all, when an employer hires workers, he
does not usually pay them by the task completed: he pays them by the hour,
thus purchasing their ability to do whatever he tells them to do during that
period of time.® Hence, in a wage-labor economy, in which most people
have to sell their capacity to work in this way, one can make calculations that
would be impossible in a non-capitalist society: that is, look at the amount
of labor invested in a given object as a specific proportion of the total amount
of labor in the system as a whole. This is its value.”

The concept makes much better sense if one bears in mind that Marx’s the-
ory of value was not meant to be a theory of prices. Marx was not particularly
interested in coming up with a model that would predict price fluctuations,
understand pricing mechanisms, and so on. Almost all other economists have
been, since they are ultimately trying to write something that would be of use
to those operating within a market system. Marx was writing something that
would be of use for those trying to overthrow such a system. Therefore, he by
no means assumed that price paid for something was an accurate reflection of
its worth. It might be better, then, to think of the word “value” as meaning
something more like “importance.” Imagine a pie chart, representing the U.S.
economy. If one were to determine that the U.S. economy devotes, say, 19 per-
cent of its GDP to health care, 16 percent to the auto industry, 7 percent to
TV and Hollywood, and .2 percent to the fine arts, one can say this is a mea-
sure of how important these areas are to us as a society. Marx is proposing we
simply substitute labor as a better measure: if Americans spend 7 percent of
their creative energies in a given year producing automobiles, this is the ulti-
mate measure of how important it is to us to have cars. One can then extend
the argument: if Americans have spent, say, .000000000007 percent or some
similarly infinitesimal proportion of their creative energies in a given year on
this car, then that represents its value. This is basically Marx’s argument, except
that he was speaking of a total market system, which would by now go beyond
any particular national economy to include the world.

As a first approximation then, one might say that the value a given
product—or, for that matter, institution—has is the proportion of a soci-
ety’s creative energy it sinks into producing and maintaining it. If an ob-
jective measure is possible, it would have to be something like this. But
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obviously this can never be a precise measure. “Creative energies,” however
they’re defined, are not the sort of thing that can be quantified.® The only rea-
son Marx felt one could make such calculations—however approximate—
within a capitalist system was because of the existence of a market in labor.
For labor—in effect, human capacities for action, since what you are selling
to your boss is your ability to work—to be bought and sold, there had to be
a system for calculating its price. This in turn meant an elaborate cultural ap-
paratus involving such things as time cards, clock-punching, and weekly or
biweekly paychecks, not to mention recognized standards about the pace and
intensity of labor expected of any particular task (people are rarely, even in
the most exploitative conditions, expected to work to the absolute limits of
their physical and mental capacities), which enables Marx to refer to “socially
necessary labor time.” There are cultural standards, then, by which labor can
be reduced to units of time, which can then be counted, added, and com-
pared to one another. It is important to stress the apparatus through which
this is done is at the same time material and symbolic: there have to be real,
physical clocks to punch, but also, symbolic media of representation, such as
money and hours.

Of course, even where most people are wage laborers, it’s not as if all cre-
ativity is on the market. Even in our own market-ridden society there are all
sorts of domains—ranging from housework to hobbies, political action, per-
sonal projects of any sort—where is no such homogenizing apparatus. But
it is probably no coincidence that it’s precisely here where one hears about
“values” in the plural sense: family values, religious virtues, the aesthetic val-
ues of art, and so on. Where there is no single system of value, one is left
with a whole series of heterogeneous, disparate ones.

What, then, does one do where there is no market in labor at all, or none
that is especially important? Does the same thing happen? That s, is it possi-
ble to apply anything like Marx’s value analysis to the vast majority of human
societies—or to any one that existed prior to the eighteenth century? For an-
thropologists (or for that matter, those who would like to think about an al-
ternative to capitalism) this is obviously one of the most important questions.

the “praxiological approach”

It would have been easier if Marx had given us more of a clue in his own
writings. The closest Marx himself ever came to writing general social the-
ory was in some of his earliest theoretical writings: his Theses on Feuerbach,
1844 Manuscripts, and especially The German Ideology, co-written with En-
gels between 1845 and 1846. This was the period when Marx was living in
Paris and making a broad accounting with the radical philosophical circles
in which hed spent his intellectual youth in Germany. In doing so, these
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works map out a synthesis of two very different intellectual traditions: the
German idealism of the Hegelian school, and the materialism of the French
Enlightenment. The advantage of Hegel’s dialectical approach to history,
Marx felt, was that it was inherently dynamic; rather than starting from
some fixed notion of what a human being, or the physical world, is like, it
was the story of how humanity effectively created itself through interacting
with the world around it. It was, in effect, an attempt to see what the his-
tory would look like if one assumed from the start that Heraclitus had been
right. Not only was it about action: ultimately, what Hegel’s philosophy was
about was the history of how humanity becomes fully self-conscious through
its own actions; it was its final achievement of true self-understanding
(which Hegel, modestly, believed to have been achieved in himself) which
laid open the possibility of human freedom. The problem was that neither
the conservative Hegel nor the radical Young Hegelians (who argued the
process had not been completed, and more drastic measures, such as an at-
tack on religion, were required) started from real, flesh-and-blood human
beings. Instead, their active subjects were always abstractions like “Mind,”
“Reason,” “Spirit,” “Humanity,” or “the Nation.” Marx proposed a materi-
alist alternative. But neither was Marx especially happy with the materialism
of his day, which was mainly a product of French Enlightenment philoso-
phers like Helvetius. The problem with “all previous materialism,” he noted
in his Theses on Feuerbach, is that it did not see human beings as driven by
self-conscious projects at all. It saw them as virtually passive: driven by a
fixed set of basic, physical needs, simply “adapting” to their environment in
such a way as to best satisfy them. What he proposed, instead, was a syn-
thesis: in which human beings are seen as active, intentional, imaginative
creatures, but at the same time, physical ones that exist in the real world.
That (as he put it elsewhere) “men” make their own histories, but not under
conditions of their own choosing.

It’s certainly true that Marx’s work often seems to pull in several different
directions at once. Take for example his famous description of the four “mo-
ments” in The German Ideology in which he and Engels set out the basic ma-
terial realities that have to be taken into account before one can talk about
humans to be able to “make history” (1846 [1970:48-51]). What separates
humans from animals is that humans produce their means of livelihood. He
also notes that human beings, in order to exist, not only (1) need to produce
basic requirements, like food and shelter; but that (2) the act of producing in
order to meet such needs will always create new needs; that (3) in order to
continue to exist human beings need to produce other human beings, which
entails procreation, child-rearing, the family, etc., and that (4) since humans
never produce any of these things in isolation, every society must also have
relations of cooperation. It is only after this has been taken into account,
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Marx notes, that one can begin to talk about “consciousness,” which, he em-
phasizes, “here makes its appearance in the form of agitated layers of air,
sounds, in short, of language” (1846:50-51), which in turn arises from peo-
ple’s needs to talk to each other rather than independently in the minds of in-
dividual human beings.

This certainly sounds like it’s moving towards the sort of division be-
tween material infrastructure and ideological superstructure laid out, most
explicitly, in his preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy
(1859). But this also moves away from Marx’s central inspiration: which is
that consciousness is not the icing on the cake of production, but rather,
fundamental to production itself. For Marx, what sets humans apart from
animals was precisely that humans produce things in a se/f-conscious manner.
What makes us human is not so much “reason” (at least in the modern,
problem-solving sense) as imagination:

We presuppose labour in a form that stamps it as exclusively human. A spider
conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to shame
many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the
worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his struc-
ture in imagination before he erects it in reality. (Capital 1: 178)

Humans envision what they would like to have before they make it; as a
result, we can also imagine alternatives. Human intelligence is thus inher-
ently critical, which, in turn, is crucial to Marx’s conception of history be-
cause this which for the possibility of revolution.

If one turns back to the original four moments with this in mind, how-
ever, one has the basis (with, perhaps, a tiny a bit of refinement and re-
arrangement) for a very powerful theory of action (Turner 1984:11; Fajans
1993:3). The result would look something like this. In any society, one
might say, production entails:

1. An effort to fulfill perceived needs on the part of the producer (these,
as Marx notes, must always include basic necessities like food and
shelter, but are never limited to this.). It also includes the key insight
that “objects” exist in two senses: not just as physical objects that ac-
tually exist in the world, but also, insofar as they are present in some-
one’s (some subject’s) consciousness, as objects of that subject’s action
in some sense or another—even if this is only in the minimal sense of
active observation and study. (This is what he argued Feuerbach’s ma-
terialism overlooked.)

2. Humans being social creatures, this also means producing a system of
social relations (families, clans, guilds, secret societies, government
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ministries, etc.,) within which people coordinate their productive ac-
tions with one another. In part this also means that production also
entails

3. producing the producer as a specific sort of person (seamstress, harem
eunuch, movie star, etc.). In cooperating with others, a person defines
herself in a certain way—this can be referred to as the “reflexive” ele-
ment in action. It also usually means being ascribed certain sorts of
power or agency, or actually acquiring them.’

4. The process is always open-ended, producing new needs as a result of
(1), (2) and (3) and thus bearing within it the potential for its own
transformation.

So we start with a notion of intentional action, productive action aimed
at a certain goal. This action produces social relations and in doing so trans-
forms the producers themselves. Stated this way, the model seems straight-
forward enough. There’s no element in it that’s not pretty self-evident. But
to apply it consistently, one would have to rethink all sorts of accepted ele-
ments of social theory. Take for example the notion of “social structure.” If
one starts from this broad notion of production, “social structures”™—like
any other sort of structure—are really just patterns of action. But they are
very complicated patterns: they not only coordinate all sorts of intentional
human action, they are also the means through which actors are continually
redefining and even remaking themselves at the same time as they are re-
producing (and also inevitably, changing) the larger context through which
all this takes place. Even for an outside observer, it is not easy to keep track
of all of this. There are certain points—for example, the precise boundaries
between individual and collective creativity—that we can probably never
fully understand. From inside the system, it is well nigh impossible.

In fact, individual actors tend to be aware of only the first of the four mo-
ments (the specific thing they are making or doing, the specific end they
have in mind)'%; it is much harder to keep track of the other three. One
could well argue that all the great problems of social theory emerge from this
single difficulty—whether it be Durkheim’s famous observation that even
though “society” is just a collection of individuals, every one of those indi-
viduals sees it as an alien force constraining them, or Marx’s, about the way
in which our own creations come to seem alien entities with power over us
(cf. Taussig 1993).

Imagination, then, may be essential to the nature of productive action,
but imagination also has its limits. Or, to put it another way, human action
is self-conscious by nature, but it is never entirely so.

One might say there are two orders of critical theory. The first simply
serves to demonstrate that our normal way of looking at the world—or of
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some phenomena within it—is flawed: incomplete or mistaken, and to ex-
plain how things really work. The second, more powerful not only explains
how things actually work, but does so in such a way as to account for why
people did not perceive it that way to begin with. Marxist approaches hold
out the promise of doing precisely that.!! But if one considers the overall
thrust of Marx’s writings, from his earlier “philosophical” works to the theory
of fetishism in Capital, one finds that what he produced was less a theory of
false consciousness than a theory of partial consciousness:'? one in which ac-
tors find it almost impossible to distinguish their own particular vantage on
a situation from the overall structure of the situation itself. Before setting it
out, though, I must make a brief detour on the problem of structure.

dynamic structures

Anthropological ideas of structure, of course, largely came out of Saussurean
linguistics. I have already described Saussure’s conception of language as a
system of signs that exists in a state of equilibrium, each element contribut-
ing to the definition of the others. Applying this to anthropology created no-
torious dilemmas. Where, exactly, was this abstract system to be found?
How was one to relate langue and parole, synchrony and diachrony, the ab-
stract system, seen as existing outside of time, and the real events—people
speaking, writing, and so on, none of them fully aware of the principles that
guide their own practice, even though their practice is the only way we have
of getting at those principles in the first place? By now it should be appar-
ent that this is just another variation of the same Parmenidean problem: how
does one relate the models to reality?

Anthropological wisdom to the contrary, however, Saussurean structural-
ism was never the only one around. There is a Heraclitean alternative: the
structuralism developed by French psychologist Jean Piaget (see Piaget 1970;
Turner 1973)—which starts from action, and views “structure” as the coor-
dination of activity."?

Anthropologists, however, have rarely found much use for Piaget’s struc-
turalism. When they mention it at all, it’s usually to dismiss it as lacking in
cultural depth and sensitivity.!* Applied to Piaget’s own writings, this is cer-
tainly true. Saussure was interested in the different ways different languages
define reality; Piaget, in the intellectual development of children. Its not
hard to see why anthropologists were drawn to one and not the other. But it
also seems to me the accusation is somewhat self-fulfilling. After all, if Pi-
agetian models lack cultural depth, it’s in part because anthropologists have
never seen fit to develop them.

Piaget’s specific arguments about stages of child development are now
considered outmoded; what’s important here, though, are not the particu-
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lars, but the overall approach. Above all his premise: that “it is always and
everywhere the case that elementary forms of intelligence originate from ac-
tion.”"”> Children interact with their environment; they develop basic
schemas of action (grabbing, pulling, etc.), and ways of coordinating them.
Next, children start to develop more complex and generalized modes of
thought through a process Piaget calls “reflexive abstraction,” in which they
begin to understand the logical principles immanent in their own interac-
tion with the world, and these same schemes of coordination—which them-
selves, in turn, become more refined and more effective as a result. (This
allows for further processes of reflexive abstraction, and so on.) There’s no
need here to launch into details, but there are a few points that will be cru-
cial to bear in mind. The first is that Piaget insists that the basis of any sys-
tem of knowledge is always a set of practices: Mathematics, for example, is
not derived from the “idea of number” but from the practice of counting.
The abstract categories, however important, never come first. The second,
that a structure can always be seen as a set of transformations, based on cer-
tain invariant principles (this can be as simple as a matter of moving pieces
across a board, which stays the same): the defining feature of such transfor-
mations being that they are reversible (the pieces can be moved back again).

The crucial thing point is that what we call structure is not something
that exists prior to action. Ultimately, “structure” is identical with the
process of its own construction. Complex abstract systems are simply the
way actors come to understand the logic of their own interactions with the
world. It’s also crucial to bear in mind that the process of “reflexive abstrac-
tion” is open-ended. Piaget does not believe that development is simply a
matter of achieving a certain level and then stopping; there are always new
and more complex levels one could generate. Here Piaget invokes the Ger-
man mathematician Kurt Gédel, who managed to show that no logical sys-
tem (such as, say, mathematics) could demonstrate its own internal
consistency; in order to do so, one has to generate a more sophisticated,
higher level that presumes it. Since that level will no be able to demonstrate
its own principles either, one then has to go on to generate another level after
that, and so on ad infinitum.

Godel showed that the construction of a demonstrably consistent . . . theory
requires not simply an “analysis” of its “presuppositions,” but the construction
of the next “higher” theory! Previously, it was possible to view theories as lay-
ers of a pyramid, each resting on the one below, the theory at ground level
being the most secure because constituted by the simplest means, and the
whole firmly poised on a self-sufficient base. Now, however, “simplicity” be-
comes a sign of weakness and the “fastening” of any story in the edifice of
human knowledge calls for the construction of the next higher story. To revert
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our earlier image, the pyramid of knowledge no longer rests on foundations
but hangs on its vertex, and ideal point never reached, and, more curious,
constantly rising! (Piaget 1970:34)

Just as with Bhaskar’s conception of scientific inquiry, perfectly content to
discover ever more basic levels of reality without ever hitting bedrock, we are
dealing with an open-ended system. One can always construct a more so-
phisticated point of view.

This might seem all very abstract, but it suggests new ways to look at any
number of long-standing problems in anthropology. Take, for example,
Pierre Bourdieu’s work on habitus (1979, etc.). Bourdieu has long drawn at-
tention to the fact—always a matter of frustration to anthropologists—that
a truly artful social actor is almost guaranteed not to be able to offer a clear
explanation of the principles underlying her own artistry. According to the
Gédelian/Piagetian perspective, it’s easy to see why this should be. The log-
ical level on which one is operating is always at least one level higher than
that which one can explain or understand—what the Russian psychologist
Vygotsky (1978:79-91) referred to as the “proximal level” of development.'®
In fact, one could argue this must necessarily be the case, since (explanation
itself being a form of action) in order to explain or understand one’s actions
fully, one has to generate a more sophisticated (“stronger,” more encom-
passing) level of operations, whose principles, in turn, one would not be
fully able to explain; and in order to explain that one, yet another; and so on
without end.

Or consider, again, the phenomenon of rites of passage, a classic issue in
anthropology since Arnold Van Gennep’s essay of 1909. Van Gennep argued
that all such rituals, across the world, always contain at least three stages.
They begin with rites of separation, in which, say, a boy undergoing initia-
tion is separated from his old identity, as a child, and end with rites of rein-
tegration, in which he is reintegrated into the social order in his new
identity, as a man. The liminal stage is the one that falls in between, when
the boy is, as it were, suspended between identities, not quite one thing, not
quite another. As Victor Turner noted (1967), this stage has a tendency to
take on some very strange, “anti-structural” qualities: those who pass
through it are at once sacred and polluting, creative and destructive, divine
and monstrous, and ultimately beyond anything that can be explained by
the order of normal life. But as Terence Turner has observed (1977; see
1993:22-26): according to the Piagetian approach, this is, again, much as
should be. Because here too there is a difference of logical levels. To main-
tain a system of classification—i.e., one that divides males into children,
adolescents, adults, and so on—requires a certain level of logical operations;
it is, like any set of categories, the “other side” of a set of activities. To oper-
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ate on the level where you can transform one category into the other implies
entering into a higher, encompassing level; or, to put it another way, with
powers of a fundamentally different nature than those which operate in or-
dinary life, in which people “are” one thing or another.!” Here too, the high-
est level of operations is one that cannot be represented or fully accounted
for—at least in social terms. Representing such powers becomes a problem.
Everyday categories do not apply. Hence, the tendency to resort to mystery,
paradox, unknowability, or systematic inversions of normal ways of doing
things—a “world turned upside down.”

It’s easy to see how this perspective might have all sorts of important im-
plications. Most Durkheimian ritual analyses turn, in one way or another,
on the concept of “the sacred,” usually seen a point of transformation or
metamorphosis that stands apart from profane existence, and that, for a
Durkheimian, is the point where the individual comes into contact with the
power of society itself—society being for Durkheim an emergent reality of
its own, standing beyond and constraining the individual. As I have already
remarked, the notion ultimately has much in common with Marx’s concep-
tion of alienation (which after all, also set off from a study of religion), the
most dramatic difference between the two being one of attitude: unlike
Marx, Durkheim didn’t see anything particularly wrong with the fact that
society seemed to impose itself on individuals as an alien force, any more
than he had any problem with the existence of social hierarchies. Marx, who
objected to both, saw them as two sides of the same coin. To understand
fully the parallels between Marx and Piaget, however, one must look a little
more closely at Piaget’s notion of egocentrism.

egocentrism and partial consciousness

One of Piaget’s more remarkable achievements was to take a fact that almost
anyone knows—that children tend to see themselves as the center of the uni-
verse—and make it the basis for a systematic theory of intellectual and moral
development. Egocentrism, according to Piaget, is a matter of assuming
one’s own, subjective perspective on the world is identical with the nature of
the world itself. Development, in turn, becomes a matter of internalizing the
fact that other ones are possible; or, to put it a bit more technically, creating
structures which are really the coordination of different possible perspec-
tives. Very young children, for example, do not understand that objects con-
tinue to exist when they are no longer looking at them. If a ball rolls out of
sight, it is simply gone. To understand that it is still there is to understand
first of all that there are other angles from which one might be looking at it,
from which one would still be able to see it. In older children, egocentrism
might mean anything from a child’s inability to imagine that others might
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not understand what she’s telling them, to the difficulty (which often en-
dures surprisingly late in life) in realizing that if I have a brother named
Robert, then Robert also has a brother, who is me.

Egocentrism, then, involves first and foremost an inability to see things
from other points of view. Even if it’s a matter of understanding the contin-
ual existence of objects, one is aware of them through potential perspectives:
when one looks at a car, or a duck, or a mountain, the fact that there are
other sides to it (other perspectives from which one could be looking at it)
becomes internalized into the very nature of what one is perceiving. It would
simply not look the same otherwise. Hence, for Piaget, achieving maturity
is a matter of “decentering” oneself: of being able to see one’s own interests
or perspective as simply one part of a much larger totality not intrinsically
more important than any other.

In matters social, however, one clearly cannot do this all the time. It is
one thing bearing in mind, when one looks at a house, that it has more than
one side to it; quite another to be continually aware of how a family must
seem to every member of it, or how each member of a group of people work-
ing on some common project would see what was going on. In fact, human
beings are notoriously incapable of doing so on a consistent basis. Here
again, there appears to be a very concrete limit to the human imagination.

Of course, the more complex the social situation, the more difficult such
imaginative feats become. Which brings us back to the original point de-
rived from Marx: that it is almost impossible for someone engaged in a proj-
ect of action, in shaping the world in some way, to understand fully how
their actions simultaneously contribute to (a) re-creating the social system in
which they are doing so (even if this is something so simple as a family or
office), and thus (b) reflexively reshaping and redefining their own selves. In
fact, according to Turner, it’s really the same point: because in order to un-
derstand this fully, one would have to be able to coordinate the subjective
points of view of everyone involved—to see how they all fit together (or, in
the case of conflict, don’t), and so on. That aspect which falls outside our
comprehension, even though it is a product of our own actions, tends to
seem something which stands alien, apart from us, something that con-
strains and controls us rather than the other way around. In early works like
The German Ideology, Marx emphasized the paradoxical nature of the divi-
sion of labor in modern society: that while it created a genuine common in-
terest on the level of society as it a whole, since people need one another in
order to survive, it does so by confining everyone to such limited interests
and perspectives within it that none were really able to perceive it. It was pre-
cisely the fact that people are confined to these partial perspectives that,
Marx argued, gave rise to alienation: the “consolidation of what we ourselves
produce into an objective power above us,” the fact that our powers appear
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to us in strange, external forms (Ollman 1971). Commodity fetishism is
really just another version of the same thing. It is the result, above all, of the
fact that the market creates a vast rupture between the factories in which
commodities are produced, and the private homes in which most are finally
consumed. If a commodity—a futon, a video cassette, a box of talcum pow-
der—fulfills a human need, it is because human beings have intentionally
designed it in order to do so; they have taken raw materials and, by adding
their strength and intelligence, shaped it to fulfill those needs. The object,
then, embodies human intentions. This is why consumers want to buy it.
But because of the peculiar, anonymous nature of a market system, that
whole history becomes invisible from the consumer’s point of view. From
her perspective, then, it looks as if the value of the object—embodied in its
ability to satisfy her wants—is an aspect of the product itself. All those in-
tentions seem to be absorbed into the physical form of the object itself, this
being all that she can see. In other words, she too is confusing her own (par-
tial, subjective) perspective with the (total, objective) nature of the situation
itself, and as a result, seeing objects as having human powers and properties.
This is precisely the sort of thing—the attribution of subjective qualities to
objects—that Piaget argues is typical of childhood egocentrism as well (cf.
Turner and Fajans 1988).8

The same logic is reproduced on every level of commercial life, where
everyone tends to speak of products and money as propelling themselves
along, selling themselves, flooding markets or fleeing from adverse invest-
ment climates; because, from their own particular, partial, interested per-
spective, all this might as well be true.

Which allows me to make a final observation about some of the most
common objections to a Piagetian approach.

Anthropologists tend to be extremely suspicious of any general theory that
even holds out the potential of arguing that certain people are more sane,
more intelligent, or more rational than others. They are very right to be sus-
picious. It does seem that the moment such models are given any intellectual
legitimacy, they are immediately snatched up by racists and chauvinists of one
kind or another and used to support the most obnoxious political positions.
The Piagetian case was no exception: one team of researchers, for example,
administered Piagetian tests to Arunda-speakers in Australia, as a result of
which they concluded that Arunda adults had not achieved “operational lev-
els” of intelligence (see Piaget 1970:117-19). The result was another attempt
to revive the notion, largely abandoned since the days Levy-Bruhl, of “prim-
itive mentality” on Piagetian grounds (e.g., Hallpike 1979). Of course, for
the anthropologist, the idea of the Arunda being simple-minded is pretty
startling: after all, these are the same people otherwise famous for maintain-
ing one of the most complicated kinship systems known to anthropological
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science—including an eight-section prescriptive marriage system so intricate
it took Western scholars decades to unravel it. To argue that such people are
incapable of sophisticated thought seems obviously ridiculous: even if, like
people everywhere, they are unlikely to fully grasp the principles underlying
their own most sophisticated forms of action.

Even when things are not this blatantly ethnocentric, the normal model
for a mature, fully evolved individual is usually pretty culturally specific. Its
much the same as the model “Westerner.” One is, at least implicitly, think-
ing of some fortyish white guy in a suit, perhaps a banker or a stockbroker.
The advantage of a Marxist take on Piaget of course is that said banker or
stockbroker is no longer the model of someone who gets it right but of
someone who gets it wrong: as he flips through the business section reading
how gold is doing this and pork bellies doing that, he is engaging in the very
paradigm of adult egocentrism. An Arunda speaker, one suspects, would be
much less likely to be quite so naive.

Das Kapital as symbolic analysis

The key to a broader Marxian theory of value, though, lies most of all in
Marx’s analysis of money.

Economists of Marx’s day, like economists now, tended to speak of
money as a “measure” and a “medium” of value. It is a measure because one
can use it to compare the value of different things: e.g., to say that one steak-
frites is worth the same as five loaves of bread. In this capacity, the money
can be a complete abstraction, there’s no need for physical coins or bills to
play a part at all. When money acts as a medium of exchange—that is, to ac-
tually buy bread or pay for an order of steak—this is of course no longer
true. In either case, money is simply a tool. Marx’s innovation was to draw
attention to a third aspect of money, what might be called its reflexive mo-
ment: money as a value in itself. A tool facilitates action; it is a means to an
end. From the perspective of people actually engaged in many financial
transactions, Marx observes, money is the end. It becomes the very embod-
iment of value, the ultimate object of desire.

One might think of this as the flip-side of commodity fetishism. When
workers agree to work for wages, they place themselves in a position in
which for them, money is the end of the whole process. They perform their
creative, productive actions in order to get paid. But for Marx this is of spe-
cial significance, because the value that the money represents is, in the last
analysis, that of labor itself."”

What's happening here actually goes well beyond the fetishization of
commodities. And it is even more fundamental to the nature of capitalism.
What money measures and mediates, according to Marx, is ultimately the
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importance of certain forms of human action. In money, workers see the
meaning or importance of their own creative energies, their own capacity to
act, and by acting to transform the world, reflected back at them. Money
represents the ultimate social significance of their actions, the means by
which it is integrated in a total (market) system. But it can do so because it
is also the object of their actions; that’s why they are working: in order to re-
ceive a paycheck at the end of the week. Hence, it is a representation that
plays a necessary role in bringing into being the very thing it represents.

Readers coming to Capital expecting to read the work of a “material de-
terminist” are often rather surprised to discover that the book starts out with
what can only be called a series of detailed symbolic analyses: of commodi-
ties, money, and fetishism. But what sort of theory of symbolism, exactly, is
Marx working with? The best way to think about it, perhaps, is to say that,
like his theory of productive action, it combines elements of two traditions:
one that we would now see as essentially German, the other French. One
might call them theories of meaning, and theories of signification. The first,
which had its roots in Hegel but also gave rise to hermeneutics, sees mean-
ing as essentially identical with intentionality. The meaning of a statement
is what the speaker meant to say. One reads a text in order to understand the
author’s intent; it is this intentionality that unifies the parts of the text into
a coherent whole. Hermeneutics first developed in biblical scholarship,
where this would have to be true if one assumes (as biblical scholars did) that
what the Bible ultimately conveys is the will of God. “Signification”—which
later found its exponent in Ferdinand de Saussure—is based on a notion of
contrast, the signification of a term being the way it is different from the
other terms in a set (slicing the pie of reality again). What Marx is talking
about combines elements of both. Money has meaning for the actors, then,
because it sums up their intentions (or, the importance of their intentional
actions, which comes down to pretty much the same thing). However, it can
do so only by integrating them into a contrastive totality, the market, since
it is only by means of money that my individual actions and capacities be-
come integrated as a proportion of the totality of everyone’s (see Turner
1979¢:20-21).

As a first approximation:

Money is a concrete token of value. Value is the way in which an individual
actor’s actions take on meaning, for the actor herself, by being incorporated
into a larger social whole.

Obviously, Marx was no more drawing on the hermeneutic tradition itself
than he was the Saussurean; his approach goes back, instead, to Hegel, who
also insists on examining actions in terms of how they are integrated into
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larger “concrete totalities.” Any particular action, or process, becomes mean-
ingful (in Hegelian language, takes on “concrete, specific form”) only by being
integrated into some larger system of action; just as the parts of a watch, say,
are coordinated in their motion by the overall structure of the whole (thus
making the parts mere “abstract content,” and the watch, “concrete form”). Of
course, there is no end to how long one can continue this sort of analysis: the
watch itself might well be integrated into some larger process, say, a race,
whereby it too becomes merely the abstract content to a larger concrete form,
and so on. So here too, the system is ultimately open-ended.

marketless societies

At this point, armed with this Marxian view of structure, we can once again
return to our original question: how to apply a Marxian theory of value to
societies without a market.

What Turner suggests (1984) is that most Marxist anthropologists have
ended up creating a slightly different version of Substantivism. That is, they
too have simply examined the “way in which a society materially provisions
itself,” except that where Polanyi’s followers mainly examined different
modes of exchange, Marxists shifted the focus to production. Starting from
value on the other hand would mean asking: is material production of this
sort really what is most important to this social system? If we limit ourselves
to stateless societies—the ones that have up until now proved the least
amenable to Marxist styles of analysis—it quickly becomes obvious that the
sort of activities we would define as economic, particularly subsistence ac-
tivity, are by no means that on which they spend the greater part of their
time, or “creative energies” however defined (Turner 1979¢; 1984). Most
dedicate far more to what, broadly speaking, could be called socialization, at
least if one defines the latter to include not only primary child care but all
those other actions that go into shaping human beings. This would make so-
cialization a continual process that does not simply stop with adolescence,
or whatever arbitrary cut off point most people implicitly impose: over the
course of one’s life, people are almost always engaged in a constant process
of changing their social position, roles and statuses, and doing so having to
learn how to behave in them. Life is thus a constant educational process.

Myself, I suspect one of the main reason for this neglect is simple sexism.
Primary child care is almost everywhere seen as quintessential woman’s
work; analysts tend to see socialization on the whole as being too close to
nurture and too distant from the kind of strenuous and dramatic muscular
activity—burly men hammering away at glowing iron, sparks flying every-
where—the term “production” brings most readily to mind. The model one
would start from would have to be essentially feminine. But then, this only
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goes to underline that the most fundamental inequality in such societies is
indeed that based on gender—something that in theory we already knew.

How does one then go on to analyze this kind of production? Well, in
fact, the materials already exist. There is a huge, voluminous anthropologi-
cal literature on the study of kinship. True, it does not start off from the
same premises but it certainly provides plenty material from which to work.
And even a more traditional Marxist anthropologist like Eric Wolf (1983)
has used the term “kinship mode of production” to describe such societies.
While it is also true that Marxist anthropologists have usually insisted that
kinship systems are ultimately determined by the production of material
things, there’s no reason one can’t simply jettison this bit and keep as much
as seems useful of the rest. The real point is how one would go about ana-
lyzing a kinship system, or some similar anthropological object, in the same
way that Marx analyzed the market system in capitalism.

So in what way do the actions of shaping people become embodied in
value-forms, that is, forms that reflect the meaning of my actions to myself in
some tangible form as some object or action that I desire? And in what way
does this process allow for fetishism—to people failing to recognize the degree
to which they themselves are producing value—and for exploitation—a means
by which some people appropriate the surplus value generated by others?

the Baining;
production and realization

A good place to start with might be Jane Fajans’ work on the Baining of
Papua New Guinea (1993b, 1997; Turner and Fajans 1987). The Baining, a
population of taro farmers who live in scattered hamlets in the mountainous
interior of East New Britain, are somewhat notorious in the anthropological
literature for their almost complete lack of any elaborate social structure. Fa-
jans describes their society as a kind of “egalitarian anarchism” because of
their lack of political structures; in fact, they lack enduring social structures
of almost any kind whatever. Not only are there no chiefs or “big men,” but
no clans, lineages, age grades, no initiation societies, ritual or exchange as-
sociations, or anything, really, that can be called a “ritual system.”?® There
was a time when anthropologists used the term “simple society” as a eu-
phemism for “primitive”; normally, the term was an obvious misnomer, but
the Baining appear as close as one is likely to find to a genuinely simple so-
ciety. There are domestic groups and individual kindreds, and that’s about
it. Perhaps as a result, Baining society also appears to be singularly lacking
in mystification.

According to Fajans, Baining society is based on something very much like
a labor theory of value. What distinguishes humans from animals is the fact
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that humans work; work, or “sweat,” is considered the quintessential human
activity. It is conceived largely in terms of the generation of heat: fire or
“sweat” in gardening, which is in turn seen as the quintessential form of work.
Hence the basic schema of action, or what Munn would call value template,
is one of the application of human labor to transform nature into culture, “so-
cialization” in the broadest sense. It’s a template of value because the ability
to do so is the main thing that brings one prestige in Baining life. While gar-
dening work is the paradigm, raising children (literally, “feeding” them) is
seen in the same terms. It is a matter of transforming infants, who are seen as
relatively wild creatures when they are born, into fully formed social beings,
humans whose humanity, in turn, is defined largely as a capacity for produc-
tive action. So even here, there is a sort of minimal hierarchy of spheres. Pro-
ducing food is not simply a value in itself. The most prestigious act in Baining
society is giving food, or other consumables. To be a parent, for example, is
not considered so much a matter of procreation but of providing children
with food (Fajans 1993b, 1997:75-78, 88-100) an attitude reinforced by the
very widespread habit of fostering, which ensures that almost every house-
hold where food is cooked has at least one child to feed in it.

Food-giving takes a more communal form as well. While the Baining lack
elaborate, ceremonial forms of exchange like moka, people are in the con-
stant habit of exchanging food, betel nut, and the like on a less formal basis.
If two men meet each other on the road, for example, they will almost in-
variably both offer each other betel nut to chew, each then taking some of
the others’. Families often exchange food, here too almost always in egali-
tarian same-for-same transactions; for example, two neighbors will exchange
equal amounts of taro with which to prepare their dinner. Hence, while giv-
ing food to children is seen as ‘reproductive,’ in the sense of producing pro-
duction, the apparently pointless habit of continually exchanging food is a
matter of the continual production of society. In the absence of enduring in-
stitutional structures which can be seen as existing apart from individual
human action, “society” itself has be re-created by individuals on a day to
day basis. Yet that society has to be re-created, as it is the basis for the exis-
tence of any sorts of values at all.

Even in this remarkably minimal, stripped-down version, then, one
finds one key distinction that always seems to recur; what in dialectical
terms is usually referred to as the distinction between “production” and “re-
alization.” Productive labor creates value mainly in potentia. This is because
value is inherently contrastive; thus it can only be made into a reality (“re-
alized”) in a relatively public context, as part of some larger social whole.
Among the Baining, producing food through the labor of gardening is seen
as the origin of value, but that value is only “realized” when one gives some
of that food to someone else. Hence the most truly prestigious act is being



Value as the Importance of Actions 71

a good provider to children, thereby turning them into social beings; but
this in turn requires the existence of society. After all, without society, the
socialization of children would not be prestigious; just as without the con-
tinual socialization of children as new producers, society itself would not
continue to exist.

the Kayapo:
the domestic cycle and village structure

The Baining were, as I said, a useful place to start because they lack most of
the institutions we normally associated with “social structure.” This is not so
of the Kayapo of Brazil, the object of Turner’s own researches for the last
thirty years. The Kayapo are one of the Ge/Bororo societies of Central
Brazil, who, when they first became known to outsiders in mid-century,
were considered remarkable for combining what seemed like an extremely
simple technology with an almost bewilderingly complicated social system.
Their great circular villages often consisted of several hundred houses, all
arranged around a central plaza, normally replete with collective men’s
houses and other communal buildings. While the communal structures took
different forms in different Central Brazilian societies, there was invariably
some form of dual organization: the village was divided into two sides of the
village (most often exogamous), there were two men’s houses, identical in all
respects, except that one was always for some reason considered superior.
The life-cycle was divided into elaborate systems of initiation grades carried
out in the village center.

In any structural analysis—and this includes any analysis of social struc-
ture—the key question is how to identify one’s units of analysis. Here Turner
again hearkens back to the dialectical tradition,?! in which the basic princi-
ple is that the most elementary unit of any system is the smallest one that
still contains within it all the basic relations which constitute the whole. Let
me explain what I mean by this. Take the example of a kinship system, of
the sort normally studied by anthropologists. The minimal unit would
clearly have to be a domestic unit of some sort—a family or household.??
Families of course can take a wide variety of forms in different societies, but
whether one is talking about a suburban family in Cleveland, an Iroquois
longhouse, or a Nayar matrilineal stirp, there are certain things one can al-
ways expect. One can always count on there being a recognized model of
what a properly constituted household should look like. And that properly
constituted houschold will always contain within itself all of those relation-
ships (mother-daughter, husband-wife, brother-brother, mother’s brother-
daughter’s husband, whatever these may be) that are reworked to create the
larger system of which it forms a part. The larger systems are just based on
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extrapolating certain of these relations and principles on a grander scale. A
system of patrilineal clans, for example, is based on taking just one of those
critical relations (between fathers and sons) and making it a universal prin-
ciple that can then become the basis for organizations that not only regulate
relations between families, but above all (by control of bridewealth, estab-
lishment of rules of exogamy, and so forth) regulate the continual process
through which new families form and old ones dissolve.

This is really the same sort of relation of mutual dependence between lev-
els that one finds in the Piagetian notion of structure: the higher, encom-
passing level is entirely presupposed by the lower; yet at the same time, the
lower one is not viable without it—since real households are in constant
flux, endlessly growing, declining, and dividing up to create new families,
and it is the broader system that regulates the process. And here again one
can, in principle at least, continually generate higher levels.

In the case of the Kayapo (Turner 1979b, 1980, 1984, 1985a, 1987), the
domestic unit is an uxorilocal extended family, usually three generations in
depth. In a properly constituted village, there could be hundreds of these, in
houses arranged in a vast circle, all opening on a central village plaza that is
considered the quintessential social space. The men’s and women’s societies
that dominate the life of the plaza are divided into moieties, though in the
Kayapo case these are not exogamous. Rather, a boy needs members of the
opposite moiety to provide the unrelated “substitute parents” (krabdjuo)
who will initiate him into public life by sponsoring his entry into the men’s
society. Boys are removed from their natal families to live in the Men’s House
dormitory at about the age of eight, initiated to the next grade at about four-
teen, and then, on the birth of their first child, move into their wives’ house-
holds. They do so as very much junior partners: a husband is at first
expected to be highly subservient to his wife’s parents (there are all sorts of
ritualized gestures of deference and near-avoidance), during the period when
he and his wife are raising their own children. At the same time they gradu-
ally move upward in the collective organizations of the village center ac-
cording to the point they have reached in their own domestic cycle (age
grades include “fathers of one child,” “fathers of many children,” etc.). There
is a parallel structure for girls: girls too are initiated into a series of age grades
by “substitute parents”; however, they are never detached from their natal
families in nearly so radical a way, are never dormed in the village center,
and, while as elders they can achieve a dominant position alongside their
husbands within their own extended families, never take on a dominant role
in the plaza’s political life.

In what way, then, are these communal institutions constructed out of re-
lations that exist within the domestic unit? Turner argues that relations
within the family fall into two broad groups. The first, and most important,
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are the very hierarchical sorts of relation that exist between parents and chil-
dren, and in-marrying husbands and their wives’ parents in particular. All
these relations are marked by similar forms of deference: the subordinate
party is “ashamed” in the presence of the dominant one, is obliged to refrain
from any expression or often even reference to appetites for food or sex, the
dominant party can express such appetites freely as well as generally telling
the other what do to. The second set are the more solidary, comfortable re-
lations of alliance that exist between, for example, grandparents and grand-
children, boys with their mothers’ brothers, or girls with their fathers’ sisters.

Each of these “complementary axes of the structure of the family” is the
basis of recruitment for one of the two sets of communal organizations that
dominate the village center. The first are the sets of men’s and women’s so-
cieties I have already partly described: societies which are themselves ex-
tremely hierarchical, as well being in principle divided into two ranked
moieties. One might call this the political system. The second is the frame-
work of Kayapo ceremonial organization (1987:25-28), which temporarily
merges all such divisions together in collective dances and initiations, which
culminate in the giving of “beautiful names” to certain privileged children,
usually accompanied by certain pieces of heirloom jewelry called nekretch,
the only real physical tokens of wealth that exist in traditional Kayapo soci-
ety. Hence the two “complementary axes of the structure of the family” be-
come the “complementary axes of the structure of society” as well. What's
more, it is indeed through these larger, encompassing institutions that the
minimal units are reproduced: regulating the dispersal of the children of old
families and the creation of new ones in marriage. The communal institu-
tions, in Turner’s terms, “embody” certain aspects of the minimal units at the
same time as they also serve as the necessary means for those units’ contin-
ual reproduction.

The crucial thing here is that these two “axes” also correspond to the two
key values of Kayapo society. Turner refers to them as “dominance” and
“beauty” The first is not actually named in Kayapo, but it’s exemplified in
the sort of authority exerted by a father-in-law over his deferential sons-in-
law, as well as that same sort of authority writ large within the age-graded
institutions of the village center. The Kayapo notion of “beauty,” on the
other hand, implies “perfection, completion, and finesse”;*
most of all in the harmony of grand ceremonial that unites an entire Kayapo

it is evinced

community, of which the giving of “beautiful names” is perhaps the exem-
plary form. In the communal sphere, these two are combined in certain
forms of public performance. These are, in ascending order of prestige, a
kind of mournful keening performed by elder women at public events, the
formal oratory with which senior men harangue the community on matters
of collective import, and most all, a form of oratorical chanting, called ben,
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whose use is limited to chiefs.?* These represent the pinnacles of social value
in Kayapo society because they are seen as combining completely uninhib-
ited self-expression (i.e., a complete lack of deference, hence, untrammeled
dominance) with the consummate mastery and fullness of style that is the
epitome of “beauty.”

Now, all this might seem a far cry from the analysis of factory production
in Marx’s Capital. But Turner argues (1984) that one can, in fact, carry out
a similar value analysis because there is, indeed, a cultural system by which
productive labor is divided up according to standardized units of time. This
is the domestic cycle. One such cycle suffices to turn children into mar-
riageable adults (i.e., to produce labor power, the capacity to reproduce the
family), a second, to turn the former subordinated couple into the dominant
heads of their own extended family. The critical thing, however, is that in
that second cycle, the actual labor of socialization is no longer carried out by
the couple themselves. Instead, it is their daughters’ and daughters’ hus-
bands’ work that effectively propels them forward into their new status.”
Hence, their labor produces, in effect, a surplus. The surplus, however, is not
appropriated on the domestic level—or, better to say, not primarily so—but
on the level of the society as a whole. A male elder, for instance, can behave
in a dominant fashion in his own household; but even if he has no daugh-
ters of his own and hence can never become the head of an extended family
household, the collective labors of the younger generation nonetheless pro-
pel him through the age grades to the point where he can take on the role
of an elder in public life, and accede to the most eminent tokens of value in
Kayapo society.

Value, then, is realized mainly in the public, communal sphere, in the
forms of concrete circulating media of value—in part, the ceremonial valu-
ables and roles mentioned above but mainly in the forms of access to the
most prestigious forms of verbal performance in public (ritual and especially
political) life: keening, formal oratory, chiefly chanting. These latter forms
are refractions of the most basic forms of value created in the domestic
sphere, at the same time as they are realized largely within institutions that
are modeled on the key relations through which those forms of value are cre-
ated. They are also realized in a distinctly unequal fashion; and that in-
equality is a direct result of the effective appropriation by some of the
products of others’ labor.

The overall picture here is not all that entirely different than the sort of
thing proposed by Dumont and his disciples. We have the same hierarchical
arrangement of spheres, the same paired set of key values, one primarily con-
cerned with individual assertion, the other, more encompassingly social (so
power and purity in Dumont’s Hinduism, honor and baraka among Jamous’
Berbers, and so forth.) The same can be said of Fred Myers’ analysis of the
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values of “relatedness” and “differentiation” among the Pintupi (1986),
which is inspired mainly by Turner, but draws on certain Dumontian themes
as well. The most obvious differences between Turner and Dumont though
are the infinitely more sophisticated theoretical apparatus Turner provides,
and the fact that, coming out of the Marxian rather than Durkheimian tra-
dition, Turner does not assume that alienation and hierarchy are simply nat-
ural and inevitable features of human life.

tokens of value

Now, treating a form of chiefly chanting as a “medium of value” might seem
to be stretching the analogy with Marx beyond all reason. What does a genre
of public performance really have in common with a dollar bill? If one ex-
amines the matter more closely, one finds they have quite a number of things
in common. Here is a list of the most important qualities shared by all such
“concrete media of circulation” in Turner’s terms:

1. they are measures of value, as they serve to mark a contrast between
greater or lesser degrees of dominance, beauty, honor, prestige, or
whatever the particular valued quality may be. This measurement can
take any of three possible forms:

a.  presencelabsence. Even if one is dealing with unique and in-
commensurable values, there is still the difference between
having them (or otherwise being identified with them) and
not. Kayapo “beautiful names” and their associated regalia,
for example, are not ranked—ecach is a value only unto it-
self—but every name-giving ceremony is organized around
the distinction between “those with wealth,” who have them,
“those with nothing,” who do not—even if all other social
distinctions are effectively dissolved (Turner 1987:28).2

b.  ranking, as with Gregory’s hierarchy of types of gift. Kayapo
performance genres are ranked as well: men’s oratory is ordi-
narily seen as superior to women’s keening; chiefly chanting,
as superior to both.

c.  proportionality, as with money.

In any of these what is ultimately being measured is the importance of
the creative energies (in the Kayapo case, above all those spent in the
creation of fully socialized human beings) required to produce them

2. they are media of value, as they are the concrete, material means by
which that value is realized. In other words, it is not enough for to-
kens of value to provide a way of contrasting levels of value; there
have to be material objects, or material performances, which either
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bring those values into being in a way that they are—at least poten-
tially—perceptible to a larger audience (this audience, from the
actor’s point of view, more or less constitutes “society”), or are trans-
latable into things that do.

3. finally, these tokens almost inevitably come to seen as ends in them-
selves. Actual people tend to see these material tokens not as “tools”
through which value can be measured or mediated, but as embodi-
ments of value in themselves; even, in classic fetishistic fashion, as the
origins of those very values (Turner 1979c:31-34).

The last point is crucial, because this is what finally points the way towards
reconciling social structure and individual desire, which is precisely what a
value theory was supposed to do.

Most Kayapo, do, undoubtedly, feel that it is right their own society
should continue to exist; in this they are like most people. But in the absence
of great catastrophes, the question of the continued existence of one’s soci-
ety is not something to which many give a lot of thought. Reproducing so-
ciety is not, normally, seen as an end in itself.?” Rather, most people pursue
social values in more or less concrete form: if they are Kayapo, they work
their way towards socially dominant positions in the central, communal in-
stitutions (if only so that they will be in a position to express themselves
freely and not to have to live in constant constraint and embarrassment),
they hope to be able to play an important part in the performance a truly
beautiful collective ritual, to give a “beautiful name” to their brother’s
daughter, to be the sort of person others listen to as a voice of moral au-
thority, to ensure one’s children might someday be. One is tempted to say
that “society” is created as a side effect of such pursuits of value. But even
this would not be quite right, because that would reify society. Really, soci-
ety is not a thing at all: it is the total process through which all this activity
is coordinated,”® and value, in turn, the way that actors see their own activ-
ity as meaningful as part of it. Doing so always, necessarily, involves some
sort of public recognition and comparison. This is why economic models,
which see those actions as aimed primarily at individual gratification, fall so
obviously short: they fail to see that in any society—even within a market
system—solitary pleasures are relatively few. The most important ends are
ones that can only be realized in the eyes of some collective audience. In fact,
one might go so far as to say that while from an analytical perspective “soci-
ety” is a notoriously fluid, open-ended set of processes, from the perspective
of the actors, it is much more easily defined: “society” simply consists of that
potential audience, of everyone whose opinion of you matters in some way,
as opposed to those (say, a Chinese merchant, to a nineteenth century Ger-
man peasant farmer, or vice versa, or most anthropologists to the janitors
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who clean their buildings, or vice versa) whose opinion of you, you would
never think about at all. But (and this is what I think Strathern, for exam-
ple, does not take fully into account) value is not created in that public recog-
nition. Rather, what is being recognized is something that was, in a sense,
already there.

All this I think has a definite bearing on the question of exploitation. Let
me return for a moment to Mount Hagen and the argument about Melpa
pig exchange. The reader will recall Josephides argued that behind the dra-
matic, public gestures of gift-giving between men lie hidden a whole history
of less dramatic, more repetitive daily actions, largely carried out by women,
by which the pigs are produced. Moka ceremonies make it seem as if the
pigs’ value is produced by exchange. In doing so, it disguises its real origins
in women’s labor. Strathern objects that such a notion presumes a certain at-
titude towards property, and the idea that carrying out productive labor
should give one certain rights to the object produced, that Hageners just
don’t have. Hence it would never occur to them they are being exploited.
But in fact, when Melpa women feed their pigs, they are not simply fatten-
ing animals. They are not even simply, as Strathern would have it, repro-
ducing the relationship they have with their husbands. They are also
contributing to reproducing a certain kind of social order: one organized, for
example, around a distinction between the domestic sphere, in which pigs
are raised, and the public one, in which they are exchanged; one that carries
with it definitions of what a man is, what a woman is, what a family is, what
a male reputation is, and why it is that the gift of a pig should be the most
effective means by which the latter can be created. This social order is not
some abstract set of categories that exists prior to action. Actions are what it
is, what it primarily consists of. It is a process of constant creation. In this
sense, it is not just the pigs but the male public sphere itself which is con-
structed in large part by female labor, even if it is also one from which
women are largely excluded.”’

From this perspective one can indeed talk about exploitation. Strathern
for example points out that if one claims that Melpa women are being ex-
ploited because men control the pigs they have helped produce, you would
have to conclude that men are being exploited too, because women control
the crops that men have contributed to producing. This sort of logic is in-
evitable, really, if one thinks of value only in terms of particular objects and
particular transactions, refusing to consider any sort of larger social whole in
which the production of both pigs and crops take on value in relation to one
another. Now, there are good reasons why Strathern wants to avoid talking
about “society.” First of all, like most current theorists she wants to empha-
size the degree to which what we are used to calling “societies” are not
bounded wholes, but open-ended networks. Second, the concept is alien to
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the Melpa themselves. But by doing so ends up paradoxically depriving her
Hageners of almost all social creativity. A constructivist approach—such as
I have been trying to develop—might help overcome some of these dilem-
mas. Such an approach assumes there does have to be some kind of whole;*
but it is almost always going to be a shifting, provisional one, because it is
always in the process of construction by actors pursuing forms of value—if
only because those forms of value can only be realized on some sort of larger
stage. If for the actor, “society” is simply the audience one would like to im-
press, for the analys, it is all those actions that have gone into making it pos-
sible for that actor to make that impression that have thus, in effect,
produced the value realized in this way.

value and values, fetishism

At this point on can return to the question of value versus values; that is,
economic price-mechanisms versus the kind of “conceptions of the desir-
able” described by Kluckhohn: honor, purity, beauty, and the like. I've al-
ready noted that the latter tend to take on importance either in societies
without a commercial market (e.g., the Kayapo) or, as in ours, in those con-
texts (church, home, museum, etc.) relatively insulated from it. According
to Turner (1984:56-58), both really are refractions of the same thing; to un-
derstand the differences, one has first of all to consider what they are being
refracted through. That is, one has to consider the nature of the media
through which social value is realized. The key question is the degree to
which value can, as it were, be “stored.” Here money represents one logical
extreme. Money is a durable physical object that can be stored, moved
about, kept on reserve, taken from one context to another.?! At the other ex-
treme, one has performances like chiefly chanting, the deferential behavior
of subordinates, and so on. A performance is obviously not something that
can be stored and “consumed” later on. Hence, as he puts it, there can be no
distinction here between the spheres of circulation, and realization. Both
have to happen in the same place.

Here it might help to go back to Marx, who invented these particular
terms. In a capitalist system, the typical product is made in a factory and
passes from wholesaler to retailer, before finally being bought by a consumer
and taken home to be consumed. In Marx’s terms it passes from the sphere
of production, to that of circulation, to that of realization: the latter by pro-
viding the consumer some pleasure, fulfilling some purpose, or adding to his
or her prestige. In a society like the Kayapo, however, the spheres of circula-
tion and realization coincide. Social value may be mainly produced in the
domestic sphere, but it is realized by becoming absorbed into personal iden-
tities in the public, communal sphere, accessible to everyone.
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Marx, of course, was writing mainly about political economy and was not
especially concerned with what went on in the domestic sphere. But I think
if one expands his ideas just a little, to include the issue of social production
(the production of people, and of social relations outside the workplace),
one might come up with the formulation seen in Figure 3.2.

In a capitalist system, then, there are two sets of minimal units—facto-
ries (or more realistically, workplaces), and households—with the market
mediating relations between the two.>? One primarily concerns itself with
the creation of commodities; the other, with the creation (care and feeding,
socialization, personal development, etc.) of human beings. Neither could
exist without the other. But the market that connects them also acts as a vast
force of social amnesia: the anonymity of economic transactions ensures that
with regard to specific products, each sphere remains effectively invisible to
the other. The result is a double process of fetishization. From the perspec-
tive of those going about their business in the domestic sphere, using com-
modities, the history of how these commodities were produced is effectively
invisible. Therefore, objects—as Marx so famously observed—appear to
take on subjective qualities. Perhaps in part, too, because they are also
turned there to the fashioning of people. Most commodities—as critics of
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Figure 3.2

Marx so often point out end up marking different sorts of identity, and this
is the ultimate social “realization” of their value in the terms outlined above.
All of this could simply be considered part of the overall process of “social
production”: forming people both in their capacities, and, more publicly, in
terms of their identities, of what sorts of person they are taken to be. But I
would add: from the perspective of the workplace, everything is reversed.
Here, it is the creative energies that went into producing labor power (actual
human beings capable of doing whatever it is the boss wants them to do)
that becomes invisible. Hence, instead of things taking on human qualities,
real human beings end up taking on the qualities of things. Thus we have
the “reification” that Gregory talks about, human beings or human powers
reduced to commodities that can be bought and sold, and hence put to use
in creating new commodities.

In a traditional society, of course, there is only one set of minimal units be-
cause the production of both people and things is centered on the houschold.
Still, even in an extremely simple case like the Baining, there is still some kind
of larger sphere in which values can be said to circulate and be realized. Still,
in the Baining case, probably owing to the very minimal nature of the hierar-
chy, there is little that could justifiably be called fetishism or exploitation.

The Baining, however, are unusual. In most societies:

The values which the members of society struggle to attain and accumulate in
their everyday lives are ultimately a symbolic expression of the concrete real-
ization, in their own social system, of their capacity to produce the material
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and social wherewithal of their own lives, to coordinate these productive ac-
tivities in such a way that they form interdependent systems and thus acquire
determinate values and meanings, and finally to reproduce the forms of this
coordination. Although people created values and meanings through the
forms of organized interdependence they assume to facilitate their own pro-
ductive activity, they remain unaware that they do so. (Turner 1979¢:34-35)

Just as higher-level processes, operating on that “proximal level” that
tends to elude individual consciousness, tend to be seen as existing outside
of human creativity, as something transcendent and immutable, so these to-
kens of value also tend to become fetishized. People tend to see them as the
origin of the values they embody and convey. Just as value seems to come
from money, so fame and glory seems to emerge from the armshells and
necklaces exchanged between kula partners, honor and nobility from pos-
session of coats of arms and family heirlooms, kingship from the possession
of a stool, ancestral wisdom from the forms of ancestral rhetoric, chiefly au-
thority from a chief’s authoritative speech.

Or, of course, “a name” from a Melpa pig—or, to be more precise, from
the act of giving one. Because in fact, actions can be fetishized too. In an
essay called “Exchanging Products, Producing Exchange” (1993), Jane Fa-
jans argues that this is precisely what happens in dramatic acts of exchange
like moka. Like Bloch and Josephides, she suggests that anthropologists—
particularly those working in the Maussian tradition—often fall into the
same trap. The way out, she suggests, is to make a consistent distinction be-
tween exchange and circulation. Exchange occurs when property of some
sort passes from one person to another; circulation occurs when values or
valued qualities are transferred. Within a commercial market, of course,
these usually come down to pretty much the same thing. In other contexts
they do not. In some, as we've seen, values circulate largely through modes
of performance. Knowledge, rumors, and reputations circulate as well;
hence, as Fajans notes, one might in some places be able to realize the value
of an heirloom shell only by giving it away; in others, by displaying it in a
public ritual; in yet others, by hiding it somewhere (but making sure others
know that you have done this). In either case, values circulate. Exchange,
then, is just one of many possible forms circulation might take.

There are a number of reasons why such actions, or objects, are so often
fetishized, and treated as the sources of value rather than simply the media
through which value circulates. One is because it is often not entirely un-
true. Exchange, or chiefly performance, 75 a form of creative action and does,
indeed, play a certain role in producing these values—it’s just not nearly so
great a one as is normally attributed to them.”® Another even more impor-
tant reason, Fajans argues, is because both (actions and objects) often have a
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tendency to become models, representations in miniature, of the broader
forms of creative action whose value they ultimately represent. If one exam-
ines the symbolic organization of a moka ceremony, or even, that of royal re-
galia or kula valuables or Hindu temples, one usually finds that they are in
their own way microcosms of the total system of production of which they
are a part, and that they encode a theory of creativity that is implicit on the
everyday level as well, but is rarely quite brought into the open (cf. Turner
1977:59-60).

It’s not hard to see how this might be. A great deal of anthropological
analysis consists of unearthing just these sort of connections: for instance,
finding the same symbolic patterns in the everyday habits of domestic life
and the design of Gothic cathedrals (Bourdieu 1979). This is really just an-
other way of reformulating the same observation, but here emphasizing the
importance of creativity. I've already underlined that even the most worka-
day, least dramatic forms of social action (tending pigs and whatnot) are also
forms of symbolic production: they play the main role in reproducing peo-
ple’s most basic definitions of what humans are, the difference between men
and women, and so on. I have also emphasized that this overall process is al-
ways something that tends somewhat to escape the actors. Insofar as these
fetishized objects really do embody total systems of meaning, they represent
ones that are in fact produced largely offstage.

It might be useful here to return to Nancy Munn’s notion of value tem-
plates. In Gawa, the most elementary cultural definitions of value are repro-
duced every time one gives a guest, or a child, food. Implicit in even such a
simple gesture lies a whole cosmology, a whole set of distinctions between
the heaviness of gardening and garden products (owned by women), and the
lightness and beauty of shells and other circulating valuables (which repro-
duce the fame of men), one that is, in practice, reproduced precisely through
such gestures, which are the most basic means for converting the one into
the other. This same structure of meaning is reproduced on ever-higher lev-
els of what Munn calls “intersubjective space-time”; that is, new levels that
are created by more dramatic and more broadly recognized forms of action.
It is especially in the most spectacular of these: in the creation of elaborately
decorated canoes for kula expeditions, the presentation of famous heirloom
necklaces, or, for that matter, in the very design of the canoes and necklaces
themselves—that something like a model of the whole process is presented
to the actors in something like schematic form.

The same could be said for the Kayapo. The values of dominance and
beauty are created, in their simplest forms, in the pettiest details of everyday
life, particularly in the family: for instance, in the deferential attitudes chil-
dren should take towards their parents, or the familiar ease they can adopt
with certain other relatives. But also in more obviously creative forms:
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Kayapo women, for example, spend a great of their time painting the bod-
ies of their children, as well as each other. As they do so, according to
Turner’s essay “The Social Skin” (1980), they are endlessly re-encoding an
implicit model of the human body and society, of the transformation of
inner “libidinal” powers into visible social forms. As in the Gawan case, one
can say this is itself a kind of theory of social creativity, but only so long as
one always bears in mind that there is no way to separate such a “theory”
from practice; we are not dealing with preexisting codes or principles to
which people then feel they must conform, but rather a property of the
structure of the actions themselves. In the Kayapo case too, of course, these
elementary schemas are endlessly reproduced on the more encompassing lev-
els of social action (men’s house politics, the ritual clowning of name-giving
ceremonies, or for that matter in the structure of Kayapo myths, etc.); this
is the reason why the passing of the heirloom ornaments that accompany
“beautiful names” can seem so significant, or chiefly chanting so powerfully
expressive, to begin with.

I have carlier suggested that a materialist analysis need not be founded
on some notion of determination, but rather, on never allowing oneself to
forget that human action, or even human thought, can only take place
through some kind of material medium and therefore can’t be understood
without taking the qualities of that medium into account. Hence the im-
portance in Turner’s analysis of the notion of material media of circulation.
The media have qualities in and of themselves. For all the (often quite le-
gitimate) criticisms of Jack Goody’s dichotomies between orality and liter-
acy, for example, it is simply obvious that technologies of writing allow for
possibilities that do not exist in speech (and equally, vice versa). If one
memorializes the past by the performance of ritual dramas, that past will
never look quite the same as one memorialized by the preservation of an-
cient buildings, which will not be the same as one memorialized by, say, the
periodic reconstruction of ancient buildings, let alone one kept alive largely
through the performances of spirit mediums. It is a fairly simple point. It
should be obvious, perhaps. But it’s a point that those whose theory sets out
with some Parmenidean notion of code (that is, most theoretically inclined
anthropologists) often tend to forget.

note one: negative value

Before discussing some of political implications of this kind of value theory,
allow me two quasidigressions.

The last two chapters of Nancy Munn’s The Fame of Gawa are dedicated
to a detailed analysis of Gawan conceptions of “negative value,” as exempli-
fied in the way senior men talk about the threat posed to their communities
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by witchcraft. Gawans’ conceptions of witchcraft form an almost exact
photo-negative version of the creation of positive value through exchange:
where one involves growing and then giving away food so as to create links
that will eventually make it possible to spread one’s fame in all directions,
witches are creatures driven by an insatiable appetite, sucking the life-force
from all those around them, but all in utter secrecy.

Combating the threat of such evil in turn requires a communal consen-
sus: at public events, senior men are always inveighing against witchcraft
and using their rhetorical powers to convince potential witches to desist
from their evil plans. Gawa is, as Munn emphasizes, both a highly egalitar-
ian and a highly individualistic society, and the two principles are necessar-
ily somewhat in contradiction. The pursuit of fame itself tends to subvert
equality. As a result, one of the principle ways in which a notion of com-
munal value emerges, in Gawa, is through the negation of a negation.
Witches, motivated by envy, attack those who have been too successful in
rising above their fellows; in one sense, they represent the egalitarian ethos
of the community, in another, absolute selfish individualism and hence, ab-
solute evil. Communal value, what Gawans call the “fame of Gawa,” is seen
as directly tied to the ability of its senior men to suppress this destructive
hyperindividualism and thus create a situation where everyone is free to
enter into exchange relations, engage in kula, and thus, spread their own in-
dividual names in all directions.

Turner himself never takes up the notion of negative value; neither does
Fajans; but this probably has something to do with the nature of the Kayapo
and Baining societies. Certainly, the broader process Munn describes can be
documented in many other places. Maurice Bloch (1982) has noted that in
ritual, probably the most common way of representing a social value is by
the very dramatic and tangible representation of its opposite: images of
moral evil, of loss or decay, chaos and disorder and so on. Witchcraft is, at
least in most times and places, another way of doing the same thing. It af-
firms certain moral values through a representation of utter immorality. And
as authors such as Monica Wilson have shown (1970), these images vary a
great deal between societies, in ways that have much to do with differences
in their overall social structure.

The overall process Munn describes is quite similar to what I encoun-
tered in Madagascar (Graeber 1995): here too, the sense of communal soli-
darity was largely conceived in efforts to repress witchcraft, a witchcraft that
was, however, seen as a perverse version of the very egalitarian ideals that
were the basis of that same community. It could be that this will always be
one of the most salient ways in which value manifests itself where one has a
similar combination of egalitarianism and individualism.** Such questions
could well bear future research.
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note two:
direct versus indirect appropriation

The reader might well be wondering whether there’s any way to square all of
this with more conventional Marxist anthropology, what I've called the
“mode of production” approach (e.g., Meillaissoux 1981; Godelier 1977).
There might not seem to be a lot of common ground. For the MoP ap-
proach, as developed by Althusser, everything turns on the appropriation of
some kind of a material surplus. Any mode of production is based on the re-
lation of two classes: one of primary producers, the other, which supports it-
self at least in part by appropriating some portion the product of the first.
What makes MoPs different is Aow this extraction takes place: This is what
makes the relation between master and slave different from that between
feudal lord and manorial serf, or that between capitalist employer and pro-
letarian laborer.

Since such extraction must always, in the end, be backed up by the threat
of force, this is essentially a theory of the state. Hence, as I've noted, an-
thropologists have had a very difficult time trying to apply this model to so-
cieties without one. Here Turner’s approach might seem the perfect
compliment. It was created in order to understand the workings of ex-
ploitation within stateless societies; and, indeed, it’s not entirely clear what
a Turnerian theory of the state would be like.

Could the two then be integrated in some way? Quite possibly. After all,
one can hardly deny that where one finds a state, one does also tend to find
a material surplus, and a class of people who somehow contrive to get their
hands on most of it, and that this is indeed ultimately backed up by the
threat of force. Hence, one might suggest that there are two different ways
in which a surplus can be appropriated: either directly, in material form, or
indirectly, in the form of value. In this sense, the forms of exploitation that
exist within societies like the Kayapo, organized around kinship, resemble
capitalist ones much more than they do the kinds of direct, tangible, imme-
diate forms of exploitation—driving chained slaves into the fields, collecting
quit-rent, having one’s flunkeys show up around harvest time to appropriate
half a peasant’s wheat crop—typical of precapitalist states.

This, in turn, has ramifications for any theory of ideology. In this chap-
ter of course I've been emphasizing the notion of partial perspectives, of mis-
taking one’s particular point of view within a complex social reality for the
nature of reality itself, which typically gives rise to all sorts of fetishistic dis-
tortions. Conventional Marxist analysis has tended to favor a much simpler
notion of material base and ideological superstructure, the latter consisting
of institutions such as church and law, which mainly serve to validate the in-
terests of the ruling class: priests to explain to slaves why they should endure
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their lot, jurists to tell peasants that their relations with their landlords are
based on justice. The problem with these methods of ideological control,
however, as authors like James Scott have extensively documented (1990) is
that they don’t usually work very well. The justifications are rarely taken very
seriously by the people whose goods are being expropriated, or, for that mat-
ter, the ruling classes themselves. Such regimes really are based primarily on
force. This does not appear to be nearly so much the case either for the forms
of hierarchy that exist in stateless societies,”> domestic inequalities that exist
within state societies, or even for capitalism itself, which (at least when it
does not entirely impoverish or brutalize its proletariat) tends to be far more
effective at the ideological game than almost any previously known form of
exploitation. In fact, insofar as state structures do succeed in legitimizing
themselves, it's almost always by successfully appealing to the values which
exist in the domestic sphere, which are, of course, rooted in those much
more fundamental forms of inequality, and much more effective forms of
ideological distortion—most obviously, gender.

conclusion: a thousand totalities

The reader might find all this talk of totalities a bit odd. The chapter began
by endorsing a general movement away from claims to absolute or total
truth, an acceptance that human knowledge is always going to be incom-
plete. It winds up by saying that one cannot have any meaningful approach
to value without some notion of totality. The constant reference to totality
in Turner’s works will certainly seem a bit unsettling to the modern reader;
it flies in the face of most contemporary theory, which has been directed at
deconstructing anything resembling a closed system. I must admit I'm not
entirely comfortable with it myself. But it is an issue that opens up on all the
most important questions about freedom, politics, and meaning, and there-
fore it seems to me that the best way to end this rather long and complicated
chapter would be to take it up.

First of all, there is a difference between totalities the analyst is claiming
exist in some kind of empirical sense—i.e., a pristine text, a clearly bounded
“society,” a mythological “system”—and totalities that exist in the actors’
imaginations. Social science has long since realized that the former do not
really exist, at least not in any pristine form; any closed system is just a con-
struct, and not necessarily a very useful one; nothing in real life is really so
cut and dried. Social processes are complex and overlapping in an endless va-
riety of ways. On the other hand, if there’s one thing that almost all the clas-
sic traditions of the study of meaning agree on—dialectical, hermeneutic,
and structuralist alike—it is that for human beings, meaning is a matter of
comparison. Parts take on meaning in relation to each other, and that
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process always involves reference to some sort of whole: whether it be a mat-
ter of words in a language, episodes in a story, or “goods and services” on the
market. So too for value. The realization of value is always, necessarily, a
process of comparison; for this reason it always, necessarily, implies an at
least imagined audience. As I've already suggested, for the actor, that’s all
that “society” usually is.

Turner’s point, however, is that while such a totality does need to exist in
actors’ imaginations, this doesn’t mean that anything that could be described
as a totality necessarily exists on the ground. It might. But it might not. This
is a matter for empirical observation (as is the question of the level on which
the totality exists: a society, a community, a single ritual event, etc.) Here the
inspiration seems to be in part in the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, who made
a distinction between the ideal closure of “chronotopes™—little universes of
time and space constructed in the imagination—and an infinitely complex
reality in which meaning is in fact established through open-ended dialogue.

The ideal picture a society has of itself, then, almost never corresponds
with how that society actually works. The Kayapo villages discussed above
actually provide a dramatic case in point. Turner generally describes Kayapo
villages as if they were organized into two opposed moieties; this is because
that’s how Kayapo always describe them. In reality, however, no Kayapo vil-
lage has contained two moieties since 1936. In every case, internal rivalries
and dissension have long since caused such villages to split in two. Turner
concludes this is due to an imbalance of values: while ideally, dominance and
beauty should form a complementary set, in reality, dominance is by far the
more powerful of the two. The moiety structure is in fact supposed to rep-
resent the highest synthesis of these two complementary principles: while
one moiety is considered “higher” than the other, they are in every other
sense completely identical, and the ultimate harmony of a Kayapo village is
seen to lie in its inhabitants’ ability to cooperate in “beautiful naming” cer-
emonies and other collective rites that transcend people’s particular alle-
giances to create a transcendent sense of unity. In reality, however, the lure
of beauty is never quite enough. Personal rivalries between important polit-
ical actors always generate rifts, tensions rise, and finally, one half ends up
breaking off to found its own, rival community, normally with no love lost
between the two (Turner 1987).

Still, the important thing is not just to ask why Kayapo villages lack moi-
eties, but also why, sixty years later, when Kayapo describe how a commu-
nity is organized, they invariably describe one that does not lack them.
Dual-moiety communities do continue to exist, but only in imagination. As
a result, they represent a permanent possibility: a vision of what Kayapo so-
ciety really should be like, and possibly still might be like. Political projects

of reuniting separated moieties are occasionally discussed, though until now
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they always seem to end up being overruled by the dangers of having too
many people with historical grudges living in the same community (Turner
1979b:210). Still, there’s no reason to assume they will always be.

For Marx, of course, it is our imaginations that make us human. Hence pro-
duction and revolution are for him the two quintessentially human acts. Imag-
ination implies the possibility of doing things differently; hence when one looks
at the existing world imaginatively, one is necessarily looking at it critically;
when one tries to bring an imagined society into being, one is engaging in rev-
olution. Of course, most historical change is not nearly so self-conscious: it is
the fact that people are not, for the most part, self-consciously trying to repro-
duce their own societies but simply pursuing value that makes it so easy for
them to end up transforming those same societies as a result. In times of crisis,
though, this can change: a social order can be seen primarily as an arena in
which certain types of value can be produced and realized; they can be defended
on that basis (imagine any of the societies discussed in this chapter being
forcibly incorporated into a modern state), or, alternately, they can be chal-
lenged by those who think these are not the sorts of value they would most like
to pursue. In any real social situation, there are likely to be any number of such
imaginary totalities at play, organized around different conceptions of value.
They may be fragmentary, ephemeral, or they can just exist as dreamy projects
or half-realized ones defiantly proclaimed by cultists or revolutionaries. How
they knit together—or don't—simply cannot be predicted in advance. The one
thing one can be sure is that they will never knit together perfectly.

We are back, then, to a “politics of value”; but one very different from Ap-
padurai’s neoliberal version. The ultimate stakes of politics, according to
Turner, is not even the struggle to appropriate value; it is the struggle to es-
tablish what value 75 (Turner 1978; 1979c; see Myers and Brenneis 1991:4-5).
Similarly, the ultimate freedom is not the freedom to create or accumulate
value, but the freedom to decide (collectively or individually) what it is that
makes life worth living. In the end, then, politics is about the meaning of life.
Any such project of constructing meanings necessarily involves imagining to-
talities (since this is the stuff of meaning), even if no such project can ever be
completely translated into reality—reality being, by definition, that which is
always more complicated than any construction we can put on it.

Theories do have political implications. This is as much true of those the-
orists who shun any notion of totalities as those who embrace them: if there
is any difference, it’s that the latter feel obliged to make their political posi-
tions explicit. So we have, on the one hand, Louis Dumonts “holism,” with
its self-consciously conservative politics,*® and on the other, Terry Turner’s
equally self-conscious libertarian Marxism. Not that the work of those who
reject totalities on principle lack such political implications, it seems to me;
it’s just that they rarely work them out to their logical conclusions. These po-
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litical implications become most painfully obvious when one comes to those
who argue not simply that totalizing theories are dangerous (which is of
course true enough) but that we have already entered into some giddy new
“postmodern” age in which no universal standards of evaluation any longer
exist: that everything is endless transformation, fragmentation of previous
solidarities, and incommensurable acts of creative self-fashioning. This was a
very popular position among radical academics in the 1980s and ‘90s; in cer-
tain circles it still remains so. But as I remarked in the introduction, by now,
at least, it is apparent to most people that when the 1980s and ‘90s are re-
membered, it will not be as the dawning of a new Postmodern Age (indeed,
many are already beginning to find the term a bit embarrassing, not to men-
tion their previous apocalyptic declarations about its significance), but rather
as the era of the triumph of the World Market—one in which the most gi-
gantic, totalizing, and all-encompassingly universal system of evaluation
known to human history came to be imposed on almost everything. If noth-
ing else it makes it easier to understand why economics was one of the few
things about which most postmodern theorists had almost nothing to say.
Which is in turn what makes authors like Appadurai, who do address eco-
nomics, so important: the neoliberal assumptions are all there, plain to see.
Behind the imagery of most postmodernism is really nothing but the ideol-
ogy of the market: not even the reality of the market, since actually existing
markets are always regulated in the interests of the powerful, but the way
market ideologists would like us to imagine the marketplace should work.

All this is not merely meant to poke fun at some self-proclaimed academic
radicals but to make a broader point. Any notion of freedom, whether it’s the
more individualistic vision of creative consumption, or the notion of free cul-
tural creativity and decentering (Turner 1996) I have been trying to develop
here, demands both resistance against the imposition of any totalizing view of
what society or value must be like, but also recognition that some kind of reg-
ulating mechanism will have to exist, and therefore, calls for serious thought
about what sort will best ensure people are, in fact, free to conceive of value
in whatever form they wish. If one does not, at least in the present day and
age, one is simply going to end up reproducing the logic of the market with-
out acknowledging it. And if we are going to try to think seriously about al-
ternatives to the version of “freedom” currently being presented to us—one
in which nation-states serve primarily as protectors of corporate property, un-
elected international institutions regulate an otherwise unbridled “free mar-
ket” mainly to protect the interests of financiers, and personal freedom
becomes limited to personal consumption choices—we had best stop think-
ing that these matters are going to take care of themselves and start thinking
of what a more viable and hopefully, less coercive regulating mechanism
might actually be like.
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Chapter 4

Action and Reflection, or Notes
toward a Theory of Wealth

and Power

Moby Duck and Donald, captured by the Aridians (Arabs), start blowing soap
bubbles, with which the natives are enchanted. “Ha ha. They break when you
catch them. Hee, hee.” Ali-Ben-Goli, the chief, says “it’s real magic. My peo-
ple are laughing like children. They cannot imagine how it works.” “It’s only
a secret passed from generation to generation,” says Moby, “I will reveal it if
you give us our freedom” . .. The chief, in amazement, exclaims “Freedom?
That’s not all T'll give you. Gold, jewels. My treasure is yours, if you reveal the
secret.” The Arabs consent to their own despoliation. “We have jewels, but
they are of no use to us. They don’t make us laugh like magic bubbles.”

—Dorfman and Mattelart, How to Read Donald Duck (1975:51)

utch settlers, as any American schoolchild can tell you, bought
DManhattan Island from the local Indians for twenty-four dollars

worth of beads and trinkets. The story could be considered one of
the founding myths of the United States; in a nation based on commerce,
the very paradigm of a really good deal. The story itself is probably untrue
(the Indians probably thought they were receiving a gift of colorful exotica
as a token of peaceful intentions and were in exchange granting the Dutch
the right to make use of the land, not to “own” it permanently), but the fact
that so many of the people European merchants and settlers did encounter
around the globe were willing to accept European beads, in exchange for
land or anything else, has come to stand, in our popular imagination, as one
of the defining features of their “primitiveness’—a childish inability to dis-
tinguish worthless baubles from things of genuine value.
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In reality, European merchants began carrying beads on their journeys to
Africa and the Indian Ocean because beads had already been used there as a
trade currency for centuries. Elsewhere, they found beads were the one of
the few European products they could count on the inhabitants being will-
ing to accept, so that in many places where beads had not been a trade cur-
rency before their arrival, they quickly became one afterward.

But why was that? What was it about beads, of all things, that make them
so well suited to serve as a medium of exchange—or at least, as a medium of
trade between people unfamiliar with each other’s tastes and habits?

True, beads do fit most of the standard criteria economists usually at-
tribute to money. They may not be divisible, but they are roughly com-
mensurable, highly portable, and they do not decay. But the same could
be said of any number of other objects that have never been used as a
means of exchange. What sets beads apart from them seems to be nothing
more than the fact that they are, indeed, pleasant to look at; or to be more
precise, perhaps, that they suited for use as personal adornment. In this at
least they are in much larger company. It is remarkable how many of the
things adopted as currency in different parts of the world have been things
otherwise used primarily, if not exclusively, as objects of adornment. Gold
and silver are only the most obvious examples: one could equally well cite
the cowries and spondylus shells of Africa, New Guinea, and the Ameri-
cas, the feather money of the New Hebrides, or any number of similar
“primitive currencies.” For the most part, money consists of things that
otherwise exist only to be seen. Tiny copper axes have been known to be-
come the stuff of currency, or very thin ones, but never axes that could ac-
tually cut down a tree.

What I would like to do in this chapter—and to a certain degree, over
the course of the rest of this book—is to explore why this should be, and
consider some of the implications. Whenever one examines the processes
by which the value of objects is established (and this is true whether one
is dealing with objects of exchange or wealth more generally), issues of
visibility and invisibility almost invariably seem to crop up. For instance,
while it is often difficult to come by systematic information about what
people actually did with trade beads after they had been traded, what ev-
idence does exist indicates that when they were not worn as personal
adornment, they were quite self-consciously cached away and hidden—
often, as we will see, in elaborately ritualized contexts. To understand
why, however, one has to return to the ethnographic literature and reex-
amine a whole series of familiar notions about value, power, exchange and
the human person. Let me begin, then, by considering the display of
wealth.
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the display of wealth

“Kachins,” wrote Edmund Leach (1954:142), “do not look upon moveable
property as capital to be invested, they regard it rather as an adornment to the
person.” They would hardly be the only ones. Insofar as wealth is an object
of display, it is always in some sense adornment to the person. In any num-
ber of societies the most treasured forms of wealth consist of objects of adorn-
ment in the literal sense: heirloom jewelry, one might say, of one sort or
another. Often, as with Marcel Mauss’ famous examples from 7he Gifi—
Kwakiutl coppers, Maori cloaks and axes, kula armshells and necklaces—they
are not only the most valuable objects recognized by members of the societies
that produce them, but their most important objects of exchange as well.

From this perspective, what I have just said about money might not seem
particularly surprising. If objects of adornment are already so highly valued,
what would be more natural than to use them to represent value in the ab-
stract? Perhaps there really isnt much of a mystery after all. But in fact I
think there is. Because the kind of value ascribed to heirloom jewelry in
most societies has little if anything in common with the value we usually at-
tribute to money. In fact it often stands diametrically opposed to it.

In using the phrase “adornment to the person” Leach was probably mak-
ing an oblique reference to Marcel Mauss” famous essay on “the category of
the person” (1938). In that essay, Mauss argues that in societies lacking an
ideology of individualism (“archaic societies,” as he called them), the person,
or public self of its members is often built up out of a collection of symbolic
properties: names and titles, ritual paraphernalia, or other sorts of insignia
and badges of office. Often the very possession of such badges of office can
be said to convey title to the office in question. However, such insignia can-
not become objects of exchange in any conventional sense; giving one away
would be tantamount to abandoning one’s social identity entirely. A king
who gives away his crown is a king no longer.

There is, however, an obvious continuity between Mauss’ arguments on
the person and his argument in 7he Gift (1925): that gift-giving can be a
powerful a way of creating social bonds because gifts always carry with them
something of the giver’s self. It is in this essay that Mauss deals with the sort
of “heirloom jewelry” mentioned above. Heirlooms of this sort are, typically,
unique objects. Each has its own name and history—and it is the latter that
is in larger measure responsible for the value it is seen to have. Since that his-
tory is almost always (at least in part) a history of ownership, the social iden-
tities of giver and receiver tend to become entangled in that of the
object—and therefore always to be, to a certain extent, part of the stakes of
any transaction in which it is involved.



94 Toward an Anthropological Theory of Value

I have already discussed the way that in many systems of exchange, and
particularly in what Mauss called “gift economies,” different sorts of valu-
able are ranked according to their relative abilities to convey history, as in
kula exchange (Munn 1986:55-73, 111-18), in which there is a hierarchy
of types of goods, with perishable and generic substances like food at the
bottom and unique imperishable valuables at the top. Armshells and neck-
laces themselves are divided into nameless, generic shells, ranked at the bot-
tom, a more valuable class of rare shells for which there is only a handful
examples of any given variety, and finally, at the top, absolutely unique heir-
looms with their own names and histories that everyone is supposed to have
heard of. But all this serves only to underline how little the value of kula
shells and other “heirloom jewelry” resembles that of money. Money does
not consist of unique objects at all. At least in principle, it is absolutely
generic, any one dollar bill precisely the same as any other. As a result money
presents a frictionless surface to history. There is no way to know where a
given dollar bill has been. Nor is there any reason one should care, since nei-
ther the identity of its former owners nor the nature of transactions in which
it has previously been involved in any way affects its value. This is why trans-
actions involving money can be said to be “anonymous”: the social identities
of those transacting need not become part of the stakes of any transaction—
in fact, they do not have to play any part in the transaction at all.

It is an anthropological commonplace that clothing and adornment serve
as markers of social identity. Insofar as they are objects of display, they act to
define differences between kinds of people. The display of heirloom jewelry,
too, could be said to assert the distinctiveness of its owner. And so with
wealth in general: in our own society, anyone who has managed to accumu-
late a very large amount of money will inevitably begin to translate some of
it into objects of unique historical value: old mansions, Van Goghs, pedigreed
thoroughbreds—all of which may be considered adornment to the owner’s
person. (In fact, they would be considered rather odd if they did not.)

Clearly, money itself can never become an adornment to the person in
the same way. It can mark distinction only in the quantitative sense: some
people have more of it, some less. But I would argue—in fact I will be ded-
icating most of the next two sections to arguing—that money is quite often
identified with its owner’s person, if in a somewhat different sense. Rather
than serving as a mark of distinctiveness, it tends to be identified with the
holder’s generic, hidden capacities for action.

action and reflection

If one turns to the literature on power rather than that on value, there is
no lack of material on issues of visibility and invisibility. Phrases like
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“panoptics” and “the gaze of power” have been bandied about quite widely
in social theory for some time now. Most of these usages of course go back
to the work of Michel Foucault, particularly Discipline and Punish
(1977:170-94), in which he argues that there was a major shift in the way
power was exercised in Europe at the beginning of the eighteenth century.
In the feudal system that had existed until then, he writes, “power was
what was seen” (1977:187). It found its place in cathedrals, in palaces, and
especially in the “material body of the king,” which was on constant dis-
play in royal pageants and spectacles. Under feudalism, only the powerful
were individualized, made “material” and “particular.” Their faces were
displayed on paintings and coins, their genealogies and deeds became the
official history of the state, their private lives the stuff of public policy
(1977:191-92). The powerless remained faceless spectators. With the end
of the feudal state, however, the terms of power reverse themselves. In the
“disciplinary systems” that began to emerge at this time, power is exercised
by faceless, invisible bureaucracies that inspect, examine, and evaluate
their objects. The logic is one of surveillance, and it is enshrined in such
newfound institutions as the factory, the hospital inspection, the school
examination, and the military review. Within such institutions, not only
do those who wield power become depersonalized abstractions, but it is
the objects of surveillance who now become individualized—at least inso-
far as they each can be inspected, judged, and ranked according to specific
formal criteria (1977:189-92).

Now, Foucault represents this change as a clean break between two en-
tirely different types of regime, but I think it would be better to treat these
as two different modalities of power, ones that coexist in any society. After
all, it’s not as if pageantry, spectacle, and the display of power disappeared
with the end of feudalism, any more than the display of wealth.! But this is
not to say that there was not a certain shift of emphasis in European culture
around that time. There are plenty of indications that there was—not least
of them changes that took place in standards of personal adornment among
Europe’s elite in the period in question.

J. C. Flugel, an historian of dress, has referred to it as “the great masculine
renunciation” (in Silverman 1985). By the eighteenth century, wealthy men
had largely abandoned the colorful costumes of the Renaissance—bright or-
namental clothing, makeup, jewelry, etc.—all of this came to be regarded as
appropriate only for women. By around 1750, one already had a formal male
costume much along the lines of what would soon develop into the modern
business suit. As Terence Turner has pointed out (1980a:50-56), the new
male garb actually developed out of “sporting clothes”™—that is, hunting cos-
tumes favored by the rural gentry—and the change in attire was part and par-
cel of a broader ideological shift among the ruling classes; away, that is, from
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the old aristocratic ethos of consumption and toward an emphasis on bour-
geois sobriety and the moral value of productive work. Male costume now
implied a capacity for action; since the sphere of consumption came to be
seen as an essentially female domain, women’s costume changed less.

I might add that differences in dress also came to encode an implicit the-
ory of gender: one in which, as John Berger (1972:45-46) has aptly put it,
“a man’s presence is dependent on the promise of power which he embod-
ies,” on his capacity for action—“a power which he exercises on others. A
woman’s presence,” by contrast, “expresses her own attitude to herself, and
defines what can and cannot be done to her.” Berger’s insight, I think, has
particularly interesting implications for any analysis of the politics of vision.
Forced, he says (1972:46), to live her life within the terms set by a male
power that holds that what she is what she is seen to be by others, “a woman
must continually watch herself. She is almost always accompanied by her
own image of herself. Whilst she is walking across a room or whilst she is
weeping at the death of her father, she can scarcely avoid envisioning herself
walking or weeping.” A woman in this situation cannot act simply for the
sake of acting, and her self is constantly doubled into an implicitly male sur-
veyor and female surveyed.?

It is easy to see how dress codes reinforce this. Formal male dress is de-
signed to hide the body. Its sobriety seems intended to efface not only a
man’s physical form but his very individuality, rendering him abstract and,
in a certain sense, invisible. Clothing for women, on the other hand, not
only reveals more of the body (or at least hints at revealing it): it transforms
what is revealed into one of a collection of objects of adornment—body
parts becoming equivalent, as such, to clothing, makeup, and jewelry—that
together define the wearer as a sight, and by extension, as relatively concrete
and material.

Now, as a critique of gender relations, this analysis applies only to West-
ern society—and relatively recent Western society at that. But the basic di-
vision between a relatively invisible self acting on the outside world and a
concrete and visible one relating primarily to itself is, I think, of much wider
significance. It may very well be intrinsic to the dynamics of human thought
and action themselves.

The same dichotomy is implicit, for instance, in Pierre Bourdieu’s em-
phasis (1977) on how the grace and artistry of the truly competent social
actor is largely dependent on that actor’s not being aware of precisely what
the principles that inform her actions are. These principles become con-
scious only when actors are jolted out of their accustomed ways of doing
things by suddenly having to confront some clear alternative to it—a process
Bourdieu refers to as “objectification.” One becomes self-conscious, in other
words, when one does not know precisely what to do.
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A similar distinction between action and self-consciousness is played out
in Jacques Lacan’s notion of the “mirror phase” in children’s development
(1977). Infants, he writes, are unaware of the precise boundaries between
themselves and the world around them. Little more than disorganized bun-
dles of drives and motivations, they have no coherent sense of self. In part
this is because they lack any single object on which to fix one. Hence Lacan’s
“mirror phase,” which begins when the child first comes face to face with
some external image of her own self, which serves as the imaginary totality
around which a sense of that self can be constructed. Nor is this a one-time
event. The ego is, for Lacan, always an imaginary construct: in everyday life
and everyday experience, one remains a conflicting multiplicity of thoughts,
libidinal drives, and unconscious impulses. Acting self and imaginary unity
never cease to stand opposed.

Both theorists (and I could cite many others) pose action and reflection
as different aspects or moments of the self, so that experience becomes a con-
tinual swinging back and forth between them. Not only is this, I think, a
compelling way to look at the structure of human experience: there is a good
deal of evidence that cross-culturally, it is a very common one. It is also one
that almost always finds expression in metaphors of vision. Here let me turn
from contemporary French theorists to a thoroughly antiquated English one
and refer the reader to Edward Tylor’s discussion of the origins of the idea of
the soul in Primitive Culture (1874:430—63).

Tylor surveys the terminology used to describe the soul in dozens of dif-
ferent languages across the world. Almost all of them, he finds, fall into one
of two groups. On the one hand, there is what might be called the “life-
soul,” or vital principle in humans, often figuratively identified with the
heart or breath. The connotation is of a hidden force responsible for the an-
imation of the body, and usually for such abstract powers as thought and in-
tentionality as well. The life-soul represents, in short, a person’s inner
capacity for action, their inner powers. On the other hand, there is a very
different kind of “soul,” typically referred to by some word whose primary
meaning is either “shadow” or “reflection.” In either case, the term conjures
up a person’s physical appearance, detached from their actual physical being.
In almost all of Tylor’s examples, this “image-soul” (if I may call it that) is
said to be able to wander free of the body. Almost always, too, it is believed
to endure after the body’s death—which the “life-soul” most often is not.

Though Tylor claimed these two were ultimately identified, his own
evidence makes it clear that most cultures do not identify them at all.
They tend to see them as separate, if complementary, aspects of the self.
The distinction may not be a universal one (certainly it isn’t universal in
the relatively formal terms Tylor used); but it is so remarkably common
that it seems reasonable to ask why. Why should mirror images should be
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so obvious a metaphor for the public self? What is it about powers of ac-
tion that make them seem invisible?

Perhaps the best answer to the second question comes from Thomas
Hobbes (1968:659; cf. Pye 1984:93-94), who suggested, in discussing idol-
atry, that whatever is invisible is “unknown, that is, of an unlimited power.”
Total lack of specificity, in other words, implies an infinite potential. What
is entirely unknown could be anything—hence, it could do anything as well.

What this would imply is that the hiding of the body and effacement of
individuality encountered, for instance, in formal male clothing is itself a
way of stating that a man is to be defined by his capacity for action—or, as
Berger puts it, “the promise of power he embodies.” It would also help to ex-
plain why human capacities for action in general—what Tylor called the
“life soul”’—should so often be defined as something impossible to see.

To be visible on the other hand is to be concrete and “specific” (a word
derived from the Latin specere, which means “to look at”). It is also to be the
object of action rather than one who acts on others: Berger notes that even
when gazing into a mirror, a woman’s self can be said to be split between
alien, male observer and passive, female observed. In a similar way, the
power exercised through the display of wealth or royal splendor is not a
power that acts directly on others. It is always, in its essence, a persuasive
power, meant to inspire in others acts of compliance, homage or recognition
directed towards the person engaging in display.®

This anyway is one implication of Berger’s analysis of “female presence”
(1972:46-48), one of great significance for the study of power in general:

Men survey women before treating them. Consequently how a woman ap-
pears to a man can determine how she will be treated. To acquire some con-
trol over this process, a woman must contain it and interiorize it. That part of
a woman’s self which is the surveyor treats the part which is the surveyed so
as to demonstrate to others how her whole self would like to be treated. And
this exemplary treatment of herself by herself constitutes her presence. Every
woman’s presence regulates what is and is not “permissible” within her pres-
ence. Every one of her actions—whatever its direct purpose or motivation—
is also read as an indication of how she would like to be treated.

What Berger describes is clearly a kind of power born of subordination.
Perhaps it is better treated as a mere residual of power, all that’s left to those
who have no access to the more direct variety. But in purely formal terms,
there is little to distinguish it from the kind of power exercised through the
display of aristocratic wealth or royal splendor. Kings and nobles too could
be said to have decorated themselves with wealth in order to “demonstrate
to others how their whole selves would like to be treated.” After all, in the
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final analysis, a king’s status is based on his ability to persuade others to rec-
ognize him as such—and to pay him tribute for that reason. By making a
show of magnificence, a king is able to define himself in such a way that oth-
ers are moved to transfer some of their wealth to him. They do so not as part
of any implicit exchange, not by virtue of anything they expect the king to
do, but simply by virtue of the sort of person they believe him to be.* By cov-
ering themselves with gold, then, kings persuade others to cover them with
gold as well.

Max Weber (1978:490-91) once observed that feudal aristocrats tended
to justify their status through their way of being, their mode of life in the
present, while the lower orders—including the mercantile classes—tended
to define themselves by what they did, created, or aspired to. Here, too, the
dichotomy lives on, now largely displaced onto ideas about gender. Just as
men of high status tend to be defined in bourgeois terms, as active produc-
ers, elite women have inherited the old aristocratic role of passive consumers.
As the poet has it, “Man Does, Woman Is” (Graves 1964).

Weber’s way of framing the issue is particularly useful in bringing out its
relationship to time. In a sense, the distinction between my “action” and “re-
flection” is really only one between actions to be carried out in the future
and ones already carried out in the past. “The promise of power” a man em-
bodies is his potential for acting in the future; at the same time, a “woman’s
exemplary treatment of herself” consists of actions she has already under-
taken, or at least ones she is still in the process of carrying out. The person
could be said to vanish in its orientation to action because action expresses
a completion that only can exist in the future. At the same time, one’s visi-
ble persona, one’s “being,” is simply the cumulative effects of actions that
have been directed towards one in the past—of all those actions that have
made one what one is. Being—if it is socially significant—is congealed ac-
tion, and just as every category is the other side of a set of practices (Turner
and Fajans 1988), every unique being is the result of an equally singular his-
tory. By engaging in persuasive display, then, all one is really doing is calling
on others to imitate actions that are implicitly being said to have already
been carried out in the past.

money versus coin

So far, I've been arguing that Mauss’ gifts are caught up in the specific social
identity of their givers and receivers (their exterior “image,” one might say);
money, identified with a person’s generic and invisible inner powers. I am
not the first person to have made this point. In fact, something very similar
can be found in the opening chapters of Marx’s Capital, in which he talks
about the dynamics of commodity exchange.
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In Marx’s conception of the capitalist marketplace, money and com-
modities are continually being redefined in the perceptions of their buyers
and sellers, shifting back and forth between what he calls abstract “content”
and concrete “form.” The dialectical terminology may seem a bit obscure to
modern readers, but the meaning of these terms is not really all that differ-
ent from my own “action” and “reflection.”

Let me begin with one of Marx’s own examples (1967:18-62). Say one
man has twenty yards of linen; another has a coat. The two agree to ex-
change one for the other. By doing so, they are agreeing that the value of
the two objects is equivalent. However, each has a very different way of
perceiving that equivalence. The first aims to acquire the coat; obviously,
then, it is the particular, material qualities of the coat that are important
to him. This is not at all true of his attitude toward the linen. The linen is
just a means to his end: anything else would have done just as well, pro-
vided its value was considered equivalent to that of the coat. As Marx puts
it, from his point of view the linen is a mere abstraction; the coat a con-
crete, specific “form.” Of course, from the other man’s point of view, ex-
actly the opposite is true.

Marx held this is true of all transactions, including those involving
money. Everything depends on the point of view—and the intentions—of
the actors. If I sell a commodity, my object is to acquire money—therefore,
it is money that seems a concrete “form” to me; the goods I have to sell seem
a formless abstraction. From the point of view of the purchaser, of course, it
is the other way around.

In other words, it is always the object of action—the object of desire—
that is concrete and particular in the eyes of the person who is acting or de-
siring. The means have no particular features of their own. Instead, they
tend to be identified with the user’s own powers of action.

In his discussion of hoarding in A Contribution ro the Critique of Politi-
cal Economy (1970:125-37) and the Grundrisse (1971:228-34), Marx
phrases the distinction between money in its abstract and concrete aspects
as a distinction between “money” and “coin.” “Coin,” he says, is the phys-
ical object offered in exchange. It only becomes “money” in the strict sense
of the term when it is temporarily withdrawn from circulation—that is,
when it is not the immediate object of anyone’s action but instead repre-
sents a kind of universal potential for action. By holding on to the stuff, the
hoarder preserves his power, which is the power to buy anything at all. For
the hoarder, money becomes a kind of ascetic religion—Marx likens it to
Puritanism—in which the owner tends to develop an intensely personal,
even secretive relationship with the source of his powers. The impulse, once
one has accumulated a substantial hoard, is always to hide it in the ground
where no one else can see it:
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An outward expression of the desire to withdraw money from the stream of
circulation and to save it from the social metabolism is the burying of it, so
that social wealth is turned into an imperishable subterranean hoard with an
entirely furtive private relationship to the commodity-owner. Doctor Bernier,
who spent some time at Aurangzeb’s court at Delhi, relates that merchants, es-
pecially the non-Moslem heathens, in whose hands nearly the entire com-
merce and all money are concentrated—secretly bury their money deep in the
ground, “being held in thrall to the belief that the money they hide during
their lifetime will serve them in the next world after their death.” (Marx
1970:130; original emphasis)

As his example implies, Marx did not see such behavior as deriving from
capitalism per se but from the nature of money itself, from its abstract and
almost mystical powers. In a similar vein, Engels (in Shell 1978:41) sug-
gested that coined money, when first introduced into the Greek world in the
seventh century BC, was not seen as an economic instrument so much as a
magical charm: as he puts it, “a talisman that could at will transform itself
into any desirable or desired object.”

Engels was no doubt getting a bit carried away with himself. But as Marc
Shell (1978:62) points out in a brilliant essay called “The Ring of Gyges,”
the stories told in ancient Greece about the man who first coined money did
focus on a magical charm of sorts. They were about a ring that could make
its wearer invisible (1978:62).

Gyges, a sixth-century ruler of Lydia, was widely credited in antiquity—
as he is today—with having been the first king to coin money. According to
Herodotus, Gyges was not a legitimate king at all but a usurper. Originally
a mere courtier and friend of King Candaules, his rise to power began when
his friend, given to much lavish praise of his wife’s beautiful body, finally
convinced him to conceal himself in the queen’s chambers in order to prove
that he was not exaggerating. The queen, having discovered what happened,
and outraged at this assault on her modesty, demanded that Gyges either kill
the king and take his place, or forfeit his own life. Gyges therefore concealed
himself once again in the same spot, waited for the king to pay his nightly
visit to his wife, and did away with him.

In Herodotus, the story is, as Shell emphasizes, intended to parallel an-
other story of usurpation, the story of Deioces the Mede. This is also
Herodotus’ myth of the origins of tyranny.

Deioces was a Median nobleman who developed a reputation as a judge—
so great was his reputation, in fact, that when he tried to step down from his
office, the people offered him the kingship in order to retain him. As soon as
he had the power, Deoices hid himself behind a golden wall in his capital and
established a rule that no one should be allowed to see him; at the same time,

he filled his kingdom full of spies.
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The two stories parallel each other in a number of ways. Gyges was the
founder of the ruling dynasty of Lydia, Deioces that of Media; the meeting
of their two descendants, Croesus and Cyrus, when Lydia was conquered by
the Persian empire, was the culmination of the first half of Herodotus™ his-
tory. In certain ways the two are also inversions of one another. Gyges used
his invisibility to gain power, but it was a power that he apparently wielded
in the traditional, public fashion. Deioces on the other hand managed to
convert his fame, his public visibility, into power—but in doing so he trans-
formed the terms in which that power was exercised, making it invisible and
private. Gyges became a king, even if he did so through illegitimate means;
Deioces became a tyrant.

Taken this way the two stories move in opposite directions, and it seems to
me that it makes a great deal of sense that they should. Gyges after all was not
considered the inventor of money; he was considered the inventor of coinage—
and these are not at all the same thing.

Shell goes on to present a great deal of evidence that Greeks of Herodotus’
time did tend to talk about money as having a certain kind of invisible power,
one politically dangerous for the very reason of its invisibility. Plato first in-
troduces the story of Gyges when one of the participants in his dialogue
claims that wealth is a good thing because it can make the owner invisible to
the avenging eyes of Hades when he dies (a curious echo of the Hindu mer-
chants cited by Marx); Hades itself means “unseen,” and Plato elsewhere
claims that Plutus, the god of Hades, is so named because the word for
“wealth” is ploutos, and because gold and silver “come up from below out of
the earth” (Shell 1978:21n25). Since it represented private interests rather
than those of the state, money was seen to have much in common with
tyranny—defined as the exercise of state power in the private interest.

Public and private, visible and invisible: these were no mere casual
metaphors. The distinction between public and private was central to the
way the Greek polis defined itself. Jean-Pierre Vernant (1983) has described
the emergence of the polis, over the sixth and seventh centuries BC, as a
process of disclosure and unveiling, even desacralization, in which every
power that had once been secret or confined to the interiors of aristocratic
families was brought into the public domain of the agora where it was visi-
ble to all. Debates began to be carried out in public, laws published. “The
old sacra, badges of investiture, religious symbols, emblems, wooden images,
jealously preserved as talismans of power in the privacy of palaces or the
crannies of priestly houses” were gradually “moved to the temple, an open
and public place” (1983:54).

The furtive power of money was no exception: private hoarding was dis-
couraged by the state. To the extent that money remained hidden, it was
seen as something dangerous