
 

INTRODUCTION
 

THE GIFT, AND ESPECIALLY THE OBLIGATION
TO RETURN IT

Epigraph

Below we give a few stanzas from the Havamal, one of the old
poems of the Scandinavian Edda.1  They may serve as an epigraph
for this study, so powerfully do they plunge the reader into the
immediate atmosphere of ideas and facts in which our exposition
will unfold.2

 
(39) I have never found a man so generous       

And so liberal in feeding his guests       
That ‘to receive would not be received’,       
Nor a man so…[the adjective is missing]       
Of his goods       
That to receive in return was disagreeable to       
Him3  
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(41) With weapons and clothes       

Friends must give pleasure to one another;       

Everyone knows that for himself [through his       

Own experience].       

Those who exchange presents with one another       

Remain friends the longest       

If things turn out successfully.  

 
(42) One must be a friend       

To one’s friend,       

And give present for present;       

One must have       

Laughter for laughter       

And sorrow for lies

  
(44) You know, if you have a friend       

In whom you have confidence       

And if you wish to get good results       

Your soul must blend in with his       

And you must exchange presents       

And frequently pay him visits.

 
(44) But if you have another person

(sic) Whom you mistrust       

And if you wish to get good results,       

You must speak fine words to him       

But your thoughts must be false       

And you must lament in lies.

(46) This is the way with him       

In whom you have no trust       

And whose sentiments you suspect,       

You must smile at him       

And speak in spite of yourself:       

Presents given in return must be similar to       

Those received.   
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(47) Noble and valiant men      

Have the best life;       

They have no fear at all       

But a coward fears everything:       

The miser always fears presents.

  
Cahen also points out to us stanza 145:
 
(145)` It is better not to beg [ask for something]       

Than to sacrifice too much [to the gods]:       

A present given always expects one in return.       

It is better not to bring any offering       

Than to spend too much on it.

Programme

The subject is clear. In Scandinavian civilization, and in a good
number of others, exchanges and contracts take place in the form
of presents; in theory these are voluntary, in reality they are given
and reciprocated obligatorily.

The present monograph is a fragment of more extensive
studies. For years our attention has been concentrated on both
the organization of contractual law and the system of total
economic services operating between the various sections or
subgroups that make up so-called primitive societies, as well
as those we might characterize as archaic. This embraces an
enormous complex of facts. These in themselves are very
complicated. Everything intermingles in them, everything
constituting the strictly social life of societies that have
preceded our own, even those going back to protohistory. In
these ‘total’ social phenomena, as we propose calling them,
all kinds of institutions are given expression at one and the
same time—religious, juridical, and moral, which relate to
both politics and the family; likewise economic ones, which
suppose special forms of production and consumption, or
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rather, of performing total services and of distribution. This is
not to take into account the aesthetic phenomena to which
these facts lead, and the contours of the phenomena that these
institutions manifest.

Among all these very complex themes and this multiplicity of
social ‘things’ that are in a state of flux, we seek here to study
only one characteristic—one that goes deep but is isolated: the
so to speak voluntary character of these total services, apparently
free and disinterested but nevertheless constrained and self-
interested. Almost always such services have taken the form of
the gift, the present generously given even when, in the gesture
accompanying the transaction, there is only a polite fiction,
formalism, and social deceit, and when really there is obligation
and economic self-interest. Although we shall indicate in detail
all the various principles that have imposed this appearance on a
necessary form of exchange, namely, the division of labour in
society itself—among all these principles we shall nevertheless
study only one in depth. What rule of legality and self-interest, in societies
of a backward or archaic type, compels the gift that has been received to be obligatorily
reciprocated? What power resides in the object given that causes its recipient to pay
it back? This is the problem on which we shall fasten more
particularly, whilst indicating others. By examining a fairly large
body of facts we hope to respond to this very precise question
and to point the way to how one may embark upon a study of
related questions. We shall also see to what fresh problems we are
led. Some concern a permanent form of contractual morality,
namely, how the law relating to things even today remains linked
to the law relating to persons. Others deal with the forms and
ideas that, at least in part, have always presided over the act of
exchange, and that even now partially complement the notion of
individual self-interest.

We shall thus achieve a dual purpose. On the one hand, we
shall arrive at conclusions of a somewhat archeological kind
concerning the nature of human transaction in societies around
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us, or that have immediately preceded our own. We shall describe
the phenomena of exchange and contract in those societies that
are not, as has been claimed, devoid of economic markets—since
the market is a human phenomenon that, in our view, is not
foreign to any known society—but whose system of exchange is
different from ours. In these societies we shall see the market as
it existed before the institution of traders and before their main
invention—money proper. We shall see how it functioned both
before the discovery of forms of contract and sale that may be
said to be modern (Semitic, Hellenic, Hellenistic, and Roman),
and also before money, minted and inscribed. We shall see the
morality and the organization that operate in such transactions.

As we shall note that this morality and organization still
function in our own societies, in unchanging fashion and, so to
speak, hidden, below the surface, and as we believe that in this
we have found one of the human foundations on which our
societies are built, we shall be able to deduce a few moral
conclusions concerning certain problems posed by the crisis in
our own law and economic organization. There we shall call a
halt. This page of social history, of theoretical sociology, of
conclusions in the field of morality, and of political and economic
practice only leads us after all to pose once more, in different
forms, questions that are old but ever-new.4

Method

We have followed the method of exact comparison. First, as
always, we have studied our subject only in relation to specific
selected areas: Polynesia, Melanesia, the American Northwest,
and a few great legal systems. Next, we have naturally only chosen
those systems of law in which we could gain access, through
documents and philological studies, to the consciousness of
the societies themselves, for here we are dealing in words and
ideas. This again has restricted the scope of our comparisons.
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Finally, each study focused on systems that we have striven to
describe each in turn and in its entirety. Thus we have renounced
that continuous comparison in which everything is mixed up
together, and in which institutions lose all local colour and
documents their savour.5

THE RENDERING OF TOTAL SERVICES.
THE GIFT AND POTLATCH

The present study forms part of a series of researches that Davy
and myself have been pursuing for a long time, concerning the
archaic forms of contract.6 A summary of these is necessary.

Apparently there has never existed, either in an era fairly close
in time to our own, or in societies that we lump together
somewhat awkwardly as primitive or inferior, anything that might
resemble what is called a ‘natural’ economy.7 Through a strange
but classic aberration, in order to characterize this type of
economy, a choice was even made of the writings by Cook relating
to exchange and barter among the Polynesians.8 Now, it is these
same Polynesians that we intend to study here. We shall see how
far removed they are from a state of nature as regards law and
economics.

In the economic and legal systems that have preceded our own,
one hardly ever finds a simple exchange of goods, wealth, and
products in transactions concluded by individuals. First, it is not
individuals but collectivities that impose obligations of exchange
and contract upon each other.9 The contracting parties are legal
entities: clans, tribes, and families who confront and oppose one
another either in groups who meet face to face in one spot, or
through their chiefs, or in both these ways at once.10 Moreover,
what they exchange is not solely property and wealth, movable
and immovable goods, and things economically useful. In
particular, such exchanges are acts of politeness: banquets, rituals,
military services, women, children, dances, festivals, and fairs, in
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which economic transaction is only one element, and in which
the passing on of wealth is only one feature of a much more
general and enduring contract. Finally, these total services and
counter-services are committed to in a somewhat voluntary form
by presents and gifts, although in the final analysis they are strictly
compulsory, on pain of private or public warfare. We propose to
call all this the system of total services. The purest type of such
institutions seems to us to be characterized by the alliance of two
phratries in Pacific or North American tribes in general, where
rituals, marriages, inheritance of goods, legal ties and those of
self-interest, the ranks of the military and priests—in short
everything, is complementary and presumes co-operation
between the two halves of the tribe. For example, their games, in
particular, are regulated by both halves.11 The Tlingit and the Haïda,
two tribes of the American Northwest, express the nature of such
practices forcefully by declaring that ‘the two tribal phratries show
respect to each other’.12

But within these two tribes of the American Northwest and
throughout this region there appears what is certainly a type of
these ‘total services’, rare but highly developed. We propose to
call this form the ‘potlatch’, as moreover, do American authors
using the Chinook term, which has become part of the everyday
language of Whites and Indians from Vancouver to Alaska. The
word potlatch essentially means ‘to feed’, ‘to consume’.13 These
tribes, which are very rich, and live on the islands, or on the
coast, or in the area between the Rocky Mountains and the coast,
spend the winter in a continual festival of feasts, fairs, and
markets, which also constitute the solemn assembly of the tribe.
The tribe is organized by hierarchical confraternities and secret
societies, the latter often being confused with the former, as
with the clans. Everything—clans, marriages, initiations,
Shamanist seances and meetings for the worship of the great
gods, the totems or the collective or individual ancestors of the
clan—is woven into an inextricable network of rites, of total
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legal and economic services, of assignment to political ranks in
the society of men, in the tribe, and in the confederations of
tribes, and even internationally.14 Yet what is noteworthy about
these tribes is the principle of rivalry and hostility that prevails
in all these practices. They go as far as to fight and kill chiefs
and nobles. Moreover, they even go as far as the purely sumptuary
destruction of wealth that has been accumulated in order to
outdo the rival chief as well as his associate (normally a
grandfather, father-in-law, or son-in-law).15 There is total service
in the sense that it is indeed the whole clan that contracts on
behalf of all, for all that it possesses and for all that it does,
through the person of its chief16 But this act of ‘service’ on the
part of the chief takes on an extremely marked agonistic
character. It is essentially usurious and sumptuary. It is a struggle
between nobles to establish a hierarchy amongst themselves
from which their clan will benefit at a later date.

We propose to reserve the term potlatch for this kind of
institution that, with less risk and more accuracy, but also at greater
length, we might call: total services of an agonistic type.

Up to now we had scarcely found any examples of this
institution except among the tribes of the American Northwest,17

Melanesia, and Papua.18 Everywhere else, in Africa, Polynesia,
Malaysia, South America, and the rest of North America, the
basis of exchanges between clans and families appeared to us to
be the more elementary type of total services. However, more
detailed research has now uncovered a quite considerable
number of intermediate forms between those exchanges
comprising very acute rivalry and the destruction of wealth,
such as those of the American Northwest and Melanesia, and
others, where emulation is more moderate but where those
entering into contracts seek to outdo one another in their gifts.
In the same way we vie with one another in our presents of
thanks, banquets and weddings, and in simple invitations. We
still feel the need to revanchieren,19 as the Germans say. We have
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discovered intermediate forms in the ancient Indo-European
world, and especially among the Thracians.20

Various themes—rules and ideas—are contained in this type
of law and economy. The most important feature among these
spiritual mechanisms is clearly one that obliges a person to
reciprocate the present that has been received. Now, the moral
and religious reason for this constraint is nowhere more apparent
than in Polynesia. Let us study it in greater detail, and we will
plainly see what force impels one to reciprocate the thing received,
and generally to enter into real contracts.
 



 
1

THE EXCHANGE OF GIFTS AND
THE OBLIGATION TO

RECIPROCATE (POLYNESIA)

I
‘TOTAL SERVICES’, ‘MATERNAL* GOODS’ AGAINST
‘MASCULINE GOODS’† (SAMOA)

During this research into the extension of contractual gifts,
it seemed for a long time as if potlatch proper did not exist
in Polynesia. Polynesian societies in which institutions were
most comparable did not appear to go beyond the system of
‘total services’, permanent contracts between clans pooling
their women, men, and children, and their rituals, etc. We
then studied in Samoa the remarkable custom of exchanging
emblazoned matting between chiefs on the occasion of a
marriage, which did not appear to us to go beyond this level.1

* The French utérin, strictly speaking, relates to children of the same mother, but not
necessarily of the same father. It is translated as ‘maternal’ and relates to the goods that are
passed on to such children, i.e. ‘maternal goods’.
† ‘Masculine goods’ [biens masculins] relates to goods passed on to children through the
father’s side.
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The elements of rivalry, destruction, and combat appeared to
be lacking, whereas this was not so in Melanesia. Finally, there
were too few facts available. Now we would be less critical about
the facts.

First, this system of contractual gifts in Samoa extends far
beyond marriage. Such gifts accompany the following events: the
birth of a child,2 circumcision,3 sickness,4 a daughter’s arrival at
puberty,5 funeral rites,6 trade.7

Next, two essential elements in potlatch proper can be
clearly distinguished here: the honour, prestige, and mana
conferred by wealth;8 and the absolute obligation to
reciprocate these gifts under pain of losing that mana, that
authority—the talisman and source of wealth that is authority
itself.9

On the one hand, as Turner tells us:

After the festivities at a birth, after having received and reciprocated

the oloa and the tonga—in other words, masculine and feminine goods—

husband and wife did not emerge any richer than before. But they

had the satisfaction of having witnessed what they considered to be a

great honour: the masses of property that had been assembled on

the occasion of the birth of their son.10

 
On the other hand, these gifts can be obligatory and
permanent, with no total counter-service in return except the
legal status that entails them. Thus the child whom the sister,
and consequently the brother-in-law, who is the maternal
uncle, receive from their brother and brother-in-law to bring
up, is himself termed a tonga, a possession on the mother’s
side.11 Now, he is:
 

the channel along which possessions that are internal in kind,12 the

tonga, continue to flow from the family of the child to that family.

Furthermore, the child is the means whereby his parents can obtain
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possessions of a foreign kind (oloa) from the parents who have adopted

him, and this occurs throughout the child’s lifetime.

This sacrifice [of the natural bonds] facilitates an easy system of

exchange of property internal and external to the two kinship

sides.

 
In short, the child, belonging to the mother’s side, is the channel
through which the goods of the maternal kin are exchanged
against those of the paternal kin. It suffices to note that, living
with his maternal uncle, the child has plainly the right to live
there, and consequently possesses a general right over the latter’s
possessions. This system of ‘fosterage’ appears very close to that
of the generally acknowledged right of the maternal nephew in
Melanesian areas over the possessions of his uncle.13 Only the
theme of rivalry, combat, and destruction is lacking, for there to
be potlatch.

Let us, however, note these two terms, oloa, and tonga, and
let us consider particularly the tonga. This designates the
permanent paraphernalia, particularly the mats given at
marriage,14 inherited by the daughters of that marriage, and
the decorations and talismans that through the wife come into
the newly founded family, with an obligation to return them.15

In short, they are kinds of fixed property—immovable because
of their destination. The oloa16—designate objects, mainly tools,
that belong specifically to the husband. These are essentially
movable goods. Thus nowadays this term is applied to things
passed on by Whites.17 This is clearly a recent extension of the
meaning. We can leave on one side Turner’s translation:
oloa=foreign; tonga=native. It is incorrect and insufficient, but
not without interest, since it demonstrates that certain goods
that are termed tonga are more closely linked to the soil,18 the
clan, the family, and the person than certain others that are
termed oloa.



 

THE  EXCHANGE  OF  G I F T S 13

Yet, if we extend the field of our observation, the notion of
tonga immediately takes on another dimension. In Maori, Tahitian,
Tongan, and Mangarevan (Gambier), it connotes everything that
may properly be termed possessions, everything that makes one
rich, powerful, and influential, and everything that can be
exchanged, and used as an object for compensating others.19

These are exclusively the precious articles, talismans, emblems,
mats, and sacred idols, sometimes even the traditions, cults,
and magic rituals. Here we link up with that notion of property-
as-talisman, which we are sure is general throughout the
Malaysian and Polynesian world, and even throughout the Pacific
as a whole.20

I I
THE SPIRIT OF THE THING GIVEN (MAORI)

This observation leads us to a very important realization: the taonga
[sic] are strongly linked to the person, the clan, and the earth, at
least in the theory of Maori law and religion. They are the vehicle
for its mana, its magical, religious, and spiritual force. In a proverb
that happily has been recorded by Sir George Grey21 and
C.O.Davis22 the taonga are implored to destroy the individual who
has accepted them. Thus they contain within them that force, in
cases where the law, particularly the obligation to reciprocate,
may fail to be observed.

Our much regretted friend Hertz had perceived the
importance of these facts. With his touching disinterestedness
he had noted down ‘for Davy and Mauss’, on the card recording
the following fact. Colenso says:23 ‘They had a kind of exchange
system, or rather one of giving presents that must ultimately
either be reciprocated or given back.’ For example, dried fish is
exchanged for jellied birds or matting.24 All these are exchanged
between tribes or ‘friendly families without any kind of
stipulation’.
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But Hertz had also noted—and I have found it among his
records—a text whose importance had escaped the notice of both
of us, for I was equally aware of it.

Concerning the hau, the spirit of things, and especially that
of the forest and wild fowl it contains, Tamati Ranaipiri, one of
the best Maori informants of Elsdon Best, gives us, completely
by chance, and entirely without prejudice, the key to the
problem.25

 
I will speak to you about the hau…The hau is not the wind that

blows—not at all. Let us suppose that you possess a certain article

(taonga) and that you give me this article. You give it me without

setting a price on it.26 We strike no bargain about it. Now, I give this

article to a third person who, after a certain lapse of time, decides

to give me something as payment in return (utu).27 He makes a

present to me of something (taonga). Now, this taonga that he gives

me is the spirit (hau) of the taonga that I had received from you and

that I had given to him. The taonga that I received for these taonga
(which came from you) must be returned to you. It would not be

fair (tika) on my part to keep these taonga for myself, whether they

were desirable (rawe) or undesirable (kino). I must give them to you

because they are a hau28 of the taonga that you gave me. If I kept

this other taonga for myself, serious harm might befall me, even

death. This is the nature of the hau, the hau of personal property,

the hau of the taonga, the hau of the forest. Kati ena (But enough on

this subject).

 
This text, of capital importance, deserves a few comments. It
is purely Maori, permeated by that, as yet, vague theological
and juridical spirit of doctrines within the ‘house of secrets’,
but at times astonishingly clear, and presenting only one
obscure feature: the intervention of a third person. Yet, in
order to understand fully this Maori juridical expert, one
need only say:  
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The taonga and all goods termed strictly personal possess a hau, a
spiritual power. You give me one of them, and I pass it on to a third

party; he gives another to me in turn, because he is impelled to do so

by the hau my present possesses. I, for my part, am obliged to give

you that thing because I must return to you what is in reality the

effect of the hau of your taonga.

 
When interpreted in this way the idea not only becomes clear,
but emerges as one of the key ideas of Maori law. What imposes
obligation in the present received and exchanged, is the fact
that the thing received is not inactive. Even when it has been
abandoned by the giver, it still possesses something of him.
Through it the giver has a hold over the beneficiary just as,
being its owner, through it he has a hold over the thief.29 This is
because the taonga is animated by the hau of its forest, its native
heath and soil. It is truly ‘native’:30 the hau follows after anyone
possessing the thing.

It not only follows after the first recipient, and even, if the
occasion arises, a third person, but after any individual to whom
the taonga is merely passed on.31 In reality, it is the hau that wishes
to return to its birthplace, to the sanctuary of the forest and the
clan, and to the owner. The taonga or its hau—which itself moreover
possesses a kind of individuality32—is attached to this chain of
users until these give back from their own property, their taonga,
their goods, or from their labour or trading, by way of feasts,
festivals and presents, the equivalent or something of even greater
value. This in turn will give the donors authority and power over
the first donor, who has become the last recipient. This is the key
idea that in Samoa and New Zealand seems to dominate the
obligatory circulation of wealth, tribute, and gifts.

Such a fact throws light upon two important systems of
social phenomena in Polynesia and even outside that area. First,
we can grasp the nature of the legal tie that arises through the
passing on of a thing. We shall come back presently to this
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point, when we show how these facts can contribute to a
general theory of obligation. For the time being, however, it
is clear that in Maori law, the legal tie, a tie occurring through
things, is one between souls, because the thing itself possesses
a soul, is of the soul. Hence it follows that to make a gift of
something to someone is to make a present of some part of
oneself. Next, in this way we can better account for the very
nature of exchange through gifts, of everything that we call
‘total services’, and among these, potlatch. In this system of
ideas one clearly and logically realizes that one must give back
to another person what is really part and parcel of his nature
and substance, because to accept something from somebody
is to accept some part of his spiritual essence, of his soul. To
retain that thing would be dangerous and mortal, not only
because it would be against law and morality, but also because
that thing coming from the person not only morally, but
physically and spiritually, that essence, that food,33 those goods,
whether movable or immovable, those women or those
descendants, those rituals or those acts of communion—all
exert a magical or religious hold over you. Finally, the thing
given is not inactive. Invested with life, often possessing
individuality, it seeks to return to what Hertz called its ‘place
of origin’ or to produce, on behalf of the clan and the native
soil from which it sprang, an equivalent to replace it.

III
OTHER THEMES: THE OBLIGATION TO GIVE,
THE OBLIGATION TO RECEIVE

To understand completely the institution of ‘total services’ and
of potlatch, one has still to discover the explanation of the two
other elements that are complementary to the former. The
institution of ‘total services’ does not merely carry with it the
obligation to reciprocate presents received. It also supposes two
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other obligations just as important: the obligation, on the one
hand, to give presents, and on the other, to receive them. The
complete theory of these three obligations, of these three themes
relating to the same complex, would yield a satisfactory basic
explanation for this form of contract among Polynesian clans.
For the time being we can only sketch out how the subject might
be treated.

It is easy to find many facts concerning the obligation to
receive. For a clan, a household, a group of people, a guest,
have no option but to ask for hospitality,34 to receive presents,
to enter into trading,35 to contract alliances, through wives or
blood kinship. The Dayaks have even developed a whole system
of law and morality based upon the duty one has not to fail to
share in the meal at which one is present or that one has seen in
preparation.36

The obligation to give is no less important; a study of it might
enable us to understand how people have become exchangers of
goods and services. We can only point out a few facts. To refuse to
give,37 to fail to invite, just as to refuse to accept,38 is tantamount
to declaring war; it is to reject the bond of alliance and
commonality.39 Also, one gives because one is compelled to do
so, because the recipient possesses some kind of right of property
over anything that belongs to the donor.40 This ownership is
expressed and conceived of as a spiritual bond. Thus in Australia
the son-in-law who owes all the spoils of the hunt to his parents-
in-law may not eat anything in their presence for fear that their
mere breath will poison what he consumes.41 We have seen earlier
the rights of this kind that the taonga nephew on the female side
possesses in Samoa, which are exactly comparable to those of the
nephew on the female side (vasu) in Fiji.42

In all this there is a succession of rights and duties to consume
and reciprocate, corresponding to rights and duties to offer and
accept. Yet this intricate mingling of symmetrical and contrary
rights and duties ceases to appear contradictory if, above all, one
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grasps that mixture of spiritual ties between things that to some
degree appertain to the soul, and individuals, and groups that to
some extent treat one another as things.

All these institutions express one fact alone, one social system,
one precise state of mind: everything—food, women, children,
property, talismans, land, labour services, priestly functions, and
ranks—is there for passing on, and for balancing accounts.
Everything passes to and fro as if there were a constant exchange
of a spiritual matter, including things and men, between clans
and individuals, distributed between social ranks, the sexes, and
the generations.

IV
NOTE: THE PRESENT MADE TO HUMANS, AND
THE PRESENT MADE TO THE GODS

A fourth theme plays a part in this system and moral code relating
to presents: it is that of the gift made to men in the sight of the
gods and nature. We have not undertaken the general study that
would be necessary to bring out its importance. Moreover, the
facts we have available do not all relate to those geographical
areas to which we have confined ourselves. Finally, the
mythological element that we scarcely yet understand is too strong
for us to leave it out of account. We shall therefore confine
ourselves to a few remarks.

In all societies in Northeast Siberia43 and among the Eskimos
of West Alaska,44 as with those on the Asian side of the Behring
Straits, potlatch45 produces an effect not only upon men, who
vie with one another in generosity, not only upon the things
they pass on to one another or consume at it, not only upon the
souls of the dead who are present and take part in it, and whose
names have been assumed by men, but even upon nature. The
exchange of presents between men, the ‘namesakes’—the
homonyms of the spirits, incite the spirits of the dead, the gods,
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things, animals, and nature to be ‘generous towards them’.46

The explanation is given that the exchange of gifts produces an
abundance of riches. Nelson47 and Porter48 have provided us
with a good description of these festivals and of their effect on
the dead, on wild life, and on the whales and fish that are hunted
and caught by the Eskimos. In the kind of language employed
by the British trappers they have the expressive titles of ‘Asking
Festival’,49 or ‘Inviting-in Festival’. They normally extend beyond
the bounds of the winter villages. This effect upon nature is
clearly brought out in one of the recent studies of these
Eskimos.50

The Asian Eskimos have even invented a kind of contraption,
a wheel bedecked with all kinds of provisions borne on a sort
of festive mast, itself surmounted by a walrus head. This portion
of the mast projects out of the ceremonial tent whose support
it forms. Using another wheel, it is manipulated inside the tent
and turned in the direction of the sun’s movement. The
conjunction of all these themes could not be better
demonstrated.51

It is also evident among the Chukchee52 and the Koryaka of
the far northeast of Siberia. Both carry out the potlatch. But it is
the Chukchee of the coast, just like their neighbours, the Yuit,
the Asian Eskimos we have just mentioned, who most practise
these obligatory and voluntary exchanges of gifts and presents
during long drawn-out ‘Thanksgiving Ceremonies’,53

thanksgiving rites that occur frequently in winter and that follow
one after another in each of the houses. The remains of the
banqueting sacrifice are cast into the sea or scattered to the
winds; they return to their land of origin, taking with them the
wild animals killed during the year, who will return the next
year. Jochelson mentions festivals of the same kind among the
Koryak, but he has not been present at them, except for the
whale festival.54 Among the latter, the system of sacrifice seems
to be very well developed.55
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Bogoras56 rightly compares these customs with those of the
Russian Koliada: children wearing masks go from house to house
demanding eggs and flour that one does not dare refuse to give
them. We know that this custom is a European one.57

The relationships that exist between these contracts and
exchanges among humans and those between men and the
gods throw light on a whole aspect of the theory of sacrifice.
First, they are perfectly understood, particularly in those
societies in which, although contractual and economic rituals
are practised between men, these men are the masked
incarnations, often Shaman priest-sorcerers, possessed by the
spirit whose name they bear. In reality, they merely act as
representatives of the spirits,58 because these exchanges and
contracts not only bear people and things along in their wake,
but also the sacred beings that, to a greater or lesser extent,
are associated with them.59 This is very clearly the case in the
Tlingit potlatch, in one of the two kinds of Haïda potlatch,
and in the Eskimo potlatch.

This evolution was a natural one. One of the first groups of
beings with which men had to enter into contract, and who, by
definition, were there to make a contract with them, were above
all the spirits of both the dead and of the gods. Indeed, it is they
who are the true owners of the things and possessions of this
world.60 With them it was most necessary to exchange, and
with them it was most dangerous not to exchange. Yet,
conversely, it was with them it was easiest and safest to exchange.
The purpose of destruction by sacrifice is precisely that it is an
act of giving that is necessarily reciprocated. All the forms of
potlatch in the American Northwest and in Northeast Asia know
this theme of destruction.61 It is not only in order to display
power, wealth, and lack of self-interest that slaves are put to
death, precious oils burnt, copper objects cast into the sea, and
even the houses of princes set on fire. It is also in order to
sacrifice to the spirits and the gods, indistinguishable from their
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living embodiments, who bear their titles and are their initiates
and allies.

Yet already another theme appears that no longer needs this
human underpinning, one that may be as ancient as the potlatch
itself: it is believed that purchases must be made from the gods,
who can set the price of things. Perhaps nowhere is this idea
more characteristically expressed than among the Toradja of
Celebes Island. Kruyt62 tells us ‘that there the owner must
“purchase” from the spirits the right to carry out certain actions
on “his” property’, which is really theirs. Before cutting “his”
wood, before even tilling “his” soil or planting the upright post
of “his” house, the gods must be paid. Whereas the idea of
purchase even seems very little developed in the civil and
commercial usage of the Toradja,63 on the contrary this idea of
purchase from the spirits and the gods is utterly constant.

Malinowski, reporting on forms of exchange that we shall
describe shortly, points to acts of the same kind in the Trobriand
Islands. An evil spirit, a tauvau whose corpse has been found (that
of a snake or land crab) may be exorcised by presenting to it one
of the vaygu’a, a precious object that is both an ornament or talisman
and an object of wealth used in the exchanges of the kula. This gift
has an immediate effect upon the mind of this spirit.64 Moreover,
at the festival of the mila-mila,65 a potlatch to honour the dead, the
two kinds of vaygu’a, those of the kula and those that Malinowski
for the first time66 calls ‘permanent’ vaygu’a, are displayed and
offered to the spirits on a platform identical to that of the chief.
This makes their spirits benevolent. They carry off to the land of
the dead67 the shades of these precious objects, where they vie
with one another in their wealth just as living men do upon
returning from a solemn kula.68

Van Ossenbruggen, who is not only a theorist but also a
distinguished observer living on the spot, has noticed another
characteristic of these institutions.69 Gifts to humans and to the
gods also serve the purpose of buying peace between them both.
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In this way evil spirits and, more generally, bad influences, even
not personalized, are got rid of. A man’s curse allows jealous
spirits to enter into you and kill you, and evil influences to act.
Wrongs done to men make a guilty person weak when faced
with sinister spirits and things. Van Ossenbruggen particularly
interprets in this way the strewing of money along the path of
the wedding procession in China, and even the bride-price. This
is an interesting suggestion from which a whole series of facts
needs to be unravelled.70

It is evident that here a start can be made on formulating a
theory and history of contract sacrifice. Contract sacrifice supposes
institutions of the kind we have described and, conversely, contract
sacrifice realizes them to the full, because those gods who give
and return gifts are there to give a considerable thing in the place
of a small one.

It is perhaps not a result of pure chance that the two solemn
formulas of the contract—in Latin, do ut des, in Sanskrit, dada¯mi se,
dehi me71—also have been preserved in religious texts.

NOTE ON ALMS

Later, however, in the evolution of laws and religions, men appear
once more, having become again the representatives of the gods
and the dead, if they have ever ceased to be. For example, among
the Hausa in the Sudan, when the Guinea corn is ripe, fevers may
spread. The only way to avoid this fever is to make presents of
this grain to the poor.72 Also among the Hausa (but this time in
Tripoli), at the time of the Great Prayer (Baban Salla), the children
(these customs are Mediterranean and European) visit houses:
‘Should I enter?’ The reply is: ‘O long-eared hare, for a bone, one
gets services.’ (A poor person is happy to work for the rich.)
These gifts to children and the poor are pleasing to the dead.73

Among the Hausa these customs may be of Moslem origin,74

both Negro and European at the same time, and Berber also.



 

THE  EXCHANGE  OF  G I F T S 23

In any case here one can see how a theory of alms can develop.
Alms are the fruits of a moral notion of the gift and of fortune75

on the one hand, and of a notion of sacrifice, on the other.
Generosity is an obligation, because Nemesis avenges the poor
and the gods for the superabundance of happiness and wealth of
certain people who should rid themselves of it. This is the ancient
morality of the gift, which has become a principle of justice. The
gods and the spirits accept that the share of wealth and happiness
that has been offered to them and had been hitherto destroyed in
useless sacrifices should serve the poor and children.76 In
recounting this we are recounting the history of the moral ideas
of the Semites. The Arab sadaka originally meant exclusively justice,
as did the Hebrew zedaqa:77 it has come to mean alms. We can even
date from the Mischnaic era, from the victory of the ‘Poor’ in
Jerusalem, the time when the doctrine of charity and alms was
born, which, with Christianity and Islam, spread around the
world. It was at this time that the word zedaqa changed in meaning,
because in the Bible it did not mean alms.

However, let us return to our main subject: the gift, and the
obligation to reciprocate. These documents and comments have
not merely local ethnographic interest. A comparison can broaden
the scope of these facts, deepening their meaning.

The basic elements of the potlatch78 can therefore be found in
Polynesia, even if the institution in its entirety is not to be found
there.79 In any case ‘exchange-through-gift’ is the rule there. Yet,
it would be merely pure scholasticism to dwell on this theme of
the law if it were only Maori, or at the most, Polynesian. Let us
shift the emphasis of the subject. We can show, at least as regards
the obligation to reciprocate, that it has a completely different sphere
of application. We shall likewise point out the extension of other
obligations and prove that this interpretation is valid for several
other groups of societies.
 



 
2

THE EXTENSION OF
THIS SYSTEM

 
 

Liberality, honour, money

THE RULES OF GENEROSITY: THE
ANDAMAN ISLANDS*

First, these customs are also to be found among the Pygmies, who,
according to Fr Schmidt,1 are the most primitive of peoples. As
early as 1906 Brown observed facts of this kind among the Andaman
Islanders (North Island) and described them extremely well with
regard to hospitality between local groups and visitors to festivals
and fairs that serve as occasions for voluntary and obligatory
exchanges (a trade in ochre and sea products against the products
of the forest, etc.):
 

In spite of the considerable volume of these exchanges, since the

local group and the family, in other cases, know how to be self-sufficient

* See notes for Chapter 2, p. 97, introductory paragraph.
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in tools, etc.…these presents do not serve the same purpose as

commerce and exchange in more developed societies. The goal is

above all a moral one, the object being to foster friendly feelings

between the two persons in question, and if the exercise failed to do

so, everything had failed.2

Nobody is free to refuse the present that is offered. Everyone, men

and women, tries to…outdo one another in generosity. A kind of

rivalry existed to see who could give the greatest number of objects

of the greatest value.3

 
Presents put the seal upon marriage and form a link of kinship
between the two pairs of parents. They give the two ‘sides’ the
same nature, and this identical nature is made clearly manifest in
the prohibition that, from the first betrothal vows to the very
end of their days, places a taboo on the two groups of parents,
who from then onwards do not see each other or communicate
verbally, but continue constantly to exchange presents.4 In reality
this prohibition expresses both the close relations and the fear
that reign between this type of reciprocal creditors and debtors.
The proof that this is the underlying principle is shown by the
fact that the same taboo, indicative simultaneously both of
closeness and remoteness in relationships, is also established
between young people of both sexes who have undergone at the
same time the ceremonies of ‘eating turtle and eating pig’5 and
who are likewise bound for life to exchange presents. Facts of
this kind are also observed in Australia.6 Brown again reports on
the rituals of meeting after a long separation, the act of embrace,
the greeting made in tears, and shows how the exchange of
presents is their equivalent,7 and how feelings and persons are
mixed up together.8

In short, this represents an intermingling. Souls are mixed with
things; things with souls. Lives are mingled together, and this is
how, among persons and things so intermingled, each emerges
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from their own sphere and mixes together. This is precisely what
contract and exchange are.

I I
PRINCIPLES, REASONS, AND THE INTENSITY OF
EXCHANGE OF GIFTS (MELANESIA)

More so than the peoples of Polynesia, those of Melanesia have
preserved or developed the potlatch,9 although this is not a matter
that concerns us here. In any case, the Melanesians, better than
the Polynesians, have on the one hand preserved, and on the
other, developed the whole system of gifts and this form of
exchange. Since, moreover, with the former the notion of money10

emerges much more clearly than in Polynesia, the system becomes
in part complicated, but is also more clear-cut.

New Caledonia

Here we again find not only those ideas we seek to highlight,
but even their expression in the characteristic documents that
Leenhardt has collected about the New Caledonians. He began
by describing the pilou-pilou and the system of festivals, gifts and
services of all kinds11 that we should not hesitate to term
‘potlatch’. The legal terms used in the solemn speeches made
by the herald are entirely typical. Thus, at the ceremonial
presentation of festival yams,12 the herald says: ‘If there is some
ancient pilou before which we have not been, there, among the
Wi, etc.…, this yam hastens to it as once such a yam came from
them to us.’13 It is the thing itself that comes back. Later in the
same speech, it is the spirit of their ancestors who causes ‘to
descend… upon these portions of food the effects of their action
and strength.’ ‘The result of the action you have accomplished
appears today. Every generation has appeared in its mouth.’
Another way of representing the legal tie, one no less expressive,
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is: ‘Our festivals are the movement of the hook that serves to
bind together the various sections of the straw roofing so as to
make one single roof, one single word.’14 It is the same things
that return, the same thread that passes through.15 Other authors
also point out these facts.16

Trobriand Islands

At the other end of the Melanesian world a very well-developed
system is equivalent to that of the New Caledonians. The
inhabitants of the Trobriand Islands are among the most civilized
of these races. Today they are wealthy pearl fishermen, and, before
the arrival of the Europeans, they were rich pottery
manufacturers and makers of shell money, stone axes, and
precious goods. They have always been good traders and bold
navigators. Malinowski gives them a name that fits them exactly
when he compares them to Jason’s fellow voyagers: ‘Argonauts
of the Western Pacific’. In one of the best volumes of descriptive
sociology, focusing, so to speak, on the subject that concerns
us, he has described the complete system of inter- and intratribal
trade that goes under the name of kula.17 We still await from
him the description of all the institutions that are governed by
the same principles of law and economics: marriage, the festival
of the dead, initiation, etc. Consequently, the description that
we shall give is still only provisional. But the facts are of capital
importance, and are plain.18

The kula is a sort of grand potlatch. The vehicle for busy
intertribal trade, it extends over the whole of the Trobriand Islands,
a part of the Entrecasteaux Islands, and the Amphlett Islands. In
all these territories it indirectly involves all the tribes and, directly,
a few of the large tribes—the Dobu in the Amphletts, the Kiriwina,
the Sinaketa, and Kitav in the Trobriands, and the Vakuta on
Woodlark Island. Malinowski gives no translation of kula, which
doubtless means ‘circle’. Indeed it is as if all these tribes, these
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expeditions across the sea, these precious things and objects for
use, these types of food and festivals, these services rendered of
all kinds, ritual and sexual, these men and women,—were caught
up in a circle,19 following around this circle a regular movement
in time and space.

Kula trade is of a noble kind.20 It seems to be reserved for the
chiefs. The latter are at one and the same time the leaders of fleets
of ships and boats. They are the traders, and also the recipients of
gifts from their vassals, who are in fact also their children and
brothers-in-law, their subjects, and at the same time the chiefs of
various vassal villages. Trade is carried on in a noble fashion,
apparently in a disinterested and modest way.21 It is distinguished
carefully from the mere economic exchange of useful goods,
which is called gimwali.22 In fact, the latter is carried on, as well as
the kula, in the large primitive fairs that constitute the gatherings
of the intertribal kula, or in the small markets of the intratribal
kula. It is marked by very hard bargaining between the two parties,
a practice unworthy of the kula. Of an individual who does not
proceed in the kula with the necessary greatness of soul, it is said
that he is ‘conducting it like a gimwali.’ In appearance, at the very
least, the kula—as in the potlatch of the American Northwest—
consists in giving by some, and receiving by others.23 The
recipients of one day become the givers on the next. In the most
complete form, the most solemn, lofty, and competitive form of
the kula,24 that of the great sea expeditions, the Uvalaku, it is even
the rule to leave without having anything to exchange, without
even having anything to give, although it might be exchanged
for food, which one refuses even to ask for. One pretends only to
receive. It is when the visiting tribe plays host the following year
to the fleet of the tribe that has been visited that the presents will
be reciprocated with interest.

However, in kula not given on such a grand scale, advantage is
taken of the sea journey to exchange cargoes. The nobles
themselves carry on trade. About this there is much native theory.
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Numerous objects are solicited,25 asked for, and exchanged, and
every kind of relationship is established outside the kula, which,
however, always remains the purpose, and the decisive moment
in these relationships.

The act of giving itself assumes very solemn forms: the thing
received is disclaimed and mistrusted; it is only taken up for a
moment, after it has been cast at one’s feet. The giver affects an
exaggerated modesty:26 having solemnly brought on his present,
to the sound of a seashell, he excuses himself for giving only the
last of what remains to him, and throws down the object to be
given at the feet of his rival and partner.27 However, the seashell
and the herald proclaim to everybody the solemn nature of this
act of transfer. The aim of all this is to display generosity, freedom,
and autonomous action, as well as greatness.28 Yet, all in all, it is
mechanisms of obligation, and even of obligation through things,
that are called into play.

The essential objects in these exchange-gifts are the vaygu’a, a
kind of money.29 It is of two kinds: the mwali, which are beautiful
bracelets, carved, polished, and placed in a shell, and worn on
great occasions by their owners or relatives; and the soulava,
necklaces fashioned by the skilful craftsmen of Sinaketa in a
pretty mother-of-pearl made from red spondylus. They are
solemnly worn by the women,30 and, in cases of great anguish,
exceptionally by the men.31 Normally, however, both kinds are
hoarded and treasured. They are kept for the sheer pleasure of
possessing them. The making of the bracelets, fishing for and
making the necklaces into jewellery, the trade in these two objects
of exchange and prestige, together with other forms of trade
that are more profane and vulgar, constitute the source of the
Trobriand people’s fortune.

According to Malinowski, these vaygu’a follow a kind of circular
movement: the mwali, the bracelets, are passed on regularly from
west to east, whereas the soulava always travel from east to west.32

These two movements in opposite directions occur in all the



 

30 THE  G I F T

islands—Trobriand, Entrecasteaux, Amphlett, the remote islands—
Woodlark, Marshall Bennett, Tubetube—and finally the extreme
southeast coast of New Guinea, from which come the unworked
bracelets. There this trade meets the great expeditions of the same
kind that come from New Guinea (South Massim),33 which
Seligmann has described.

In principle the circulation of these signs of wealth is
continuous and unerring. They must not be kept too long a time,
nor must one be slow or difficult in passing them on.34 One
should not present them to anyone other than certain partners,
nor save in a certain direction—the ‘bracelet’ or the ‘necklace’
direction.35 One can and should keep them from one kula to the
next, and the whole community is proud of the vaygu’a that one
of its chiefs has obtained. There are even occasions, such as in the
preparation of funeral ceremonies, of great s’oi, when it is
permitted always to receive and to give nothing in return.36 Yet
this is in order to give back everything and to spend everything,
when the festival has begun. Thus it is indeed ownership that one
obtains with the gift that one receives. But it is ownership of a
certain kind. One could say that it partakes of all kinds of legal
principles that we, more modern, have carefully isolated from
one another. It is ownership and possession, a pledge and
something hired out, a thing sold and bought, and at the same
time deposited, mandated, and bequeathed in order to be passed
on to another. For it is only given you on condition that you
make use of it for another or pass it on to a third person, the
‘distant partner’, the murimuri.37 Such is the nature of this economic,
legal, and moral entity, which is truly typical, as Malinowski was
able to discover, find again, observe, and describe.

This institution has also its mythical, religious, and magical
aspect. The vaygu’a are not unimportant things, mere pieces of
money. Each one, at least the dearest and the most sought after—
and other objects enjoy the same prestige38—each one has its
name,39 a personality, a history, and even a tale attached to it. So
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much is this so that certain individuals even take their own name
from them. It is not possible to say whether they are really the
object of a cult, for the Trobriand people are, after their fashion,
positivists. Yet one cannot fail to acknowledge the eminent and
sacred nature of the objects. To possess one is ‘exhilarating,
strengthening, and calming in itself.’40 Their owners fondle and
look at them for hours. Mere contact with them passes on their
virtues.41 Vaygu’a are placed on the forehead, on the chest of a
dying person, they are rubbed on his stomach, and dangled before
his nose. They are his supreme comfort.

Yet there is even more to it than this. The contract itself partakes
of this nature of the vaygu’a. Not only the bracelets and the
necklaces, but even all the goods, ornaments, and weapons,
everything that belongs to the partner, is so imbued with it, at
least emotionally if not in his inmost soul, that they participate
in the contract.42 A very beautiful phrase, ‘the enchantment of
the seashell’43 serves, after the possessions have been evoked, to
cast a spell over and move towards the ‘partner-candidate’ the
things that he must ask for and receive.44

 
[A state of excitement45 takes hold of my partner]46

A state of excitement takes hold of his dog,

A state of excitement takes hold of his belt…

 
And so on: ‘of his gwara [the taboo on coconuts and betel nuts];47

of his necklace bagido’u; of his necklace bagiriku; of his necklace
bagidudu,48 etc., etc.’

Another more mythical,49 even more curious phrase, but of a
more common type, expresses the same idea. The partner of the
kula has an animal to assist him, a crocodile that he calls upon
that has to bring him the necklaces [in Kitava, the mwali]:
 

The crocodile falls upon him, carries off your man, and shoves him

under the gebobo (the cargo hold on a boat).
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Crocodile, bring me the necklace, bring me the bagido’u, the

bagiriku, etc.

 
A formula that comes earlier in the same ritual invokes a bird of
prey.50

The last formula of enchantment used by those associated
with or contracting in the ritual [at Dobu or at Kitava, by the
people of Kiriwina] contains a couplet51 of which two
interpretations are given. Moreover, the ritual is very long and
is repeated at length. Its purpose is to enumerate all that the
kula proscribes, all the things relating to hatred and war that
must be exorcised in order to be able to trade between friends.
 

Your fury, the dog turns up its nose at it;

Your war paint, the dog turns up its nose at it, etc.,

 
Other versions go as follows:52

 
Your fury, the dog is docile at, etc.

 
or:
 

Your fury takes off like the tide. The dog plays;

Your anger takes off like the tide. The dog plays; etc.

 
This must be understood as: ‘Your fury becomes like the dog who is
playing.’ The essential element is the metaphor of the dog that gets up
to lick the hand of its master. So the man, if not the woman of Dobu,
should also act. A second interpretation, sophisticated and not untinged
with scholasticism, so Malinowski declares, but clearly a very local
one, gives a different gloss that ties in better with what we know:
 

The dogs are playfully nuzzling one another. When you mention

this word ‘dog’, the precious things also come [to play], as has long
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been ordained. We have given bracelets, necklaces will come. Both

will meet each other (like the dogs who come sniff ing at one

another).

 
The expression, in the form of a parable, is a pretty one. The
entire set of collective sentiments is expressed at a stroke:
the potential hatred between associates, the isolation of the
vaygu’a, ceasing as if by magic; men and precious things
coming together like dogs that play and run up at the sound
of one’s voice.

Another symbolic expression is that of the marriage of the
mwali, the bracelets, the feminine symbols, with the soulava, the
necklaces, the masculine symbols, which stretch out towards each
another, as does male towards female.53

These various metaphors signify exactly the same thing as
is character ized in different terms by the mythical
jurisprudence of the Maori. Sociologically, it is once again the
mixture of things, values, contracts, and men that is so
expressed.54

Unfortunately, our knowledge of the legal rule that governs
these transactions is defective. It is either an unconscious rule,
imperfectly formulated by the Kiriwina people, Malinowski’s
informants; or, if it is clear for the Trobriand people, it should
be the subject of a fresh enquiry. We only possess details. The
first gift of a vaygu’a bears the name of vaga, ‘opening gift’.55 It is
the starting point, one that irrevocably commits the recipient
to make a reciprocating gift, the yotile,56 which Malinowski
felicitously translates as the ‘clinching gift’: the gift that seals
the transaction. Another name for this latter gift is kudu, the
tooth that bites, that really cuts, bites through, and liberates.57

It is obligatory; it is expected, and it must be equivalent to the
first gift. Occasionally it may be seized by force or by surprise.58

For a yotile that is an insufficient return gift, revenge may59 be
taken60 by magic, or at the very least by insult and a display of
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resentment. If one is not able to reciprocate, at the very least
one may offer a basi, which merely ‘pierces’ the skin, does not
bite, and does not conclude the affair. It is a kind of advance
present, whose purpose is to delay. It appeases the former donor,
now the creditor; but does not free the debtor,61 the future donor.
These are all curious details, and everything about these
expressions is striking. Yet we do not know the sanction behind
it. Is it purely moral62 and magical? The individual who is
‘obdurate at the kula’, is he only scorned, and if needs be, cast
under a spell? Does the partner who does not keep faith lose
anything else: his noble rank, or at least his place among the
chiefs? This we still need to know.

Yet from another viewpoint the system is typical. Except for
ancient Germanic law that we shall be discussing later, in the
present state of our observations and historical, juridical, and
economic knowledge, it would be difficult to come across a
custom of gift-through-exchange more clear-cut, complete, and
consciously performed, and, moreover, better understood by the
observer recording it than the one Malinowski found among the
Trobriand people.63

The kula, its essential form, is itself only one element, the most
solemn one, in a vast system of services rendered and reciprocated,
which indeed seems to embrace the whole of Trobriand economic
and civil life. The kula seems to be merely the culminating point
of that life, particularly the kula between nations and tribes. It is
certainly one of the purposes of existence and for undertaking
long voyages. Yet in the end, only the chiefs, and even solely those
drawn from the coastal tribes—and then only a few—do in fact
take part in it. The kula merely gives concrete expression to many
other institutions, bringing them together.

First, the exchange of the vaygu’a themselves during the kula
forms the framework for a whole series of other exchanges,
extremely diverse in scope, ranging from bargaining to
remuneration, from solicitation to pure politeness, from out-
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and-out hospitality to reticence and reserve. In the first place,
except for the uvalaku, large-scale solemn expeditions that are
purely ceremonial and competitive,64 all the kula provide the
occasion for gimwali, which are commonplace exchanges, not
necessarily occurring between partners.65 A free market exists
between individuals of allied tribes, side by side with closer
associations. In the second place, between partners in a kula
there pass, as if in a perpetual chain, additional gifts, presented
and reciprocated, as well as obligatory transactions. The kula
even takes these for granted. The association that is constituted,
and which is the principle of the kula,66 begins with a first
gift, the vaga, that is solicited with all one’s might by means of
‘inducements’. For this first gift the future partner, still a free
agent, can be wooed, and he is rewarded, so to speak, by a
preliminary series of gifts.67 Whilst one is certain that the
reciprocating vaygu’a, the yotile, the ‘clinching gift’, will be
returned, one is not sure that the vaga will be given, or even
that the ‘inducements’ will be accepted. This way of soliciting
and accepting a gift is the rule; each of the presents made in
this way bears a special name. They are placed on display before
being offered. In that case they are termed pari.68 Others bear
names that indicate the noble and magical nature of the object
that is offered.69 But if one accepts one of these presents it
shows that one is disposed to enter into the game, if not to
remain in it for long. Certain names given to these presents
express the legal situation that acceptance of them entails:70

this time the matter is regarded as settled. The present is
normally something fairly valuable: for example, a large,
polished stone axe, or a whalebone spoon. To accept it is to
bind oneself definitively to making a gift of the vaga, the first
present that is sought after. But one is still only half-committed
as a partner. Only the solemn observance of the tradition
commits one completely. The importance and nature of these
gifts springs from the extraordinary competition that occurs
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between the potential partners in the expedition that arrives.
They seek out the best possible partner in the opposing tribe.
The affair is a serious matter, for the association one attempts
to create establishes a kind of clan link between the partners.71

Thus to choose, one must attract and dazzle the other person.72

Whilst rank is taken into account,73 one must attain one’s goal
before the others, or in a better way than they do, so bringing
about more plentiful exchanges of the most valuable things,
which are naturally the property of the richest people.
Competition, rivalry, ostentatiousness, the seeking after the
grandiose, and the stimulation of interest—these are the
various motives that underlie all these actions.74

These are the arrival gifts. Other gifts, equivalent in value to
them, are made in return. These are the departure gifts (called
talo’i at Sinaketa),75 made upon taking leave; they are always
superior to the arrival gifts. Already the cycle of total services and
total counter-services with interest is being completed side by
side with the kula.

There have naturally been—throughout the time these
transactions last—services of hospitality and food, and at Sinaketa,
relating to women.76 Finally, throughout this period, other
additional gifts, always reciprocated regularly, are offered. It would
even appear to us that the exchange of these korotumna represents
a primitive form of the kula—when it consisted also of exchanging
stone axes77 and the rounded tusks of the wild pig.78

Moreover, in our view the whole intertribal kula is merely the
extreme case, the most solemn and most dramatic one, of a more
general system. This takes the tribe itself, in its entirety, out of the
narrow sphere of its physical boundaries, and even of its interests
and rights. Yet within the tribe the clans and villages are normally
joined by links of the same kind. In that case it is only local and
domestic groups, together with their chiefs, who leave their
homes, pay visits, trade, and intermarry. This may no longer be
termed a kula. However, Malinowski, contrasting it with the ‘coastal
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kula’, rightly talks of the ‘internal kula’ and of ‘kula communities’,
which provide the chief with the objects he will exchange.
However, it is not overstating it to speak in such cases of a potlatch
proper. For example, the visits of the Kiriwana people to Kitawa
for the s’oi,79 the funeral festivals, include many things other than
the exchange of the vaygu’a. One can see them as a kind of simulated
attack (youlawada),80 and a distribution of food, with a display of
pigs and yams.

Furthermore, the vaygu’a and all such objects are not always
acquired, made, and exchanged by the chiefs themselves.81 Indeed,
it may be said that they are neither made82 nor exchanged by the
chiefs for their own advantage. Most come to the chiefs in the
form of gifts from relatives of a lower rank, in particular from
brothers-in-law, who are at the same time vassals,83 or from sons
who hold land separately as vassals. In return, most of the vaygu’a,
upon the return of the expedition, are solemnly passed on to the
chiefs of the villages and clans, and even to the common people
of associated clans—in brief, to whoever has taken part, directly
or indirectly, and often very indirectly, in the expedition.84 In this
way the latter are compensated.

Finally, side by side with, or if one wishes, above, below, and
all around, and, in our opinion, at the bottom of this system of
internal kula, the system of gift-through-exchange permeates all
the economic, tribal, and moral life of the Trobriand people. It is
‘impregnated’ with it, as Malinowski very neatly expressed it. It
is a constant ‘give and take’.85 The process is marked by a
continuous flow in all directions of presents given, accepted, and
reciprocated, obligatorily and out of self-interest, by reason of
greatness and for services rendered, through challenges and
pledges. Here we cannot set out all the facts. Moreover, their
publication by Malinowski himself is not yet complete. First,
however, here are two main facts.

An entirely analogous relationship to that of the kula is that of
the wasi.86 It establishes regular acts of exchange, which are
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obligatory between, on the one hand, agricultural tribes, and on
the other hand, coastal tribes. The agricultural partner comes to
lay his products in front of the house of his fisherman associate.
On another occasion, the latter, after a big fishing expedition,
will go to the agricultural village to repay these with interest
from the fruits of his catch.87 It is the same system of division of
labour as we have noted in New Zealand.

Another important kind of exchange takes on the form of
exhibitions.88 Such are the sagali, distributions of food89 on a
grand scale, that are made on several occasions: at harvest
time, at the building of the chiefs hut or new boats, or at
funeral festivals.90 These distributions are made to groups
that have performed some service for the chief or his clan:91

cultivation of the land, the transporting of the large tree
trunks from which boats or beams are carved, and for services
rendered at funerals by the members of the dead person’s
clan, etc. These distributions are absolutely equivalent to the
Tlingit potlatch. Even the themes of combat and rivalry
appear. In it, clans and phratries, and families allied to one
another, confront one another. Generally distributions seem
to be due to group action, in so far as the personality of the
chief does not make itself felt.

Yet in addition to these group rights and this collective
economy, already less resembling the kula, all individual
relationships of exchange seem to us to be of this type. Perhaps
only a few consist of mere barter. However, as barter is hardly
carried on except between relatives, allies, or partners in the kula
and the wasi, it does not seem that exchange is really free. Generally,
even what is received and has come into one’s possession in this
way—in whatever manner—is not kept for oneself, unless one
cannot do without it. Normally it is passed on to someone else,
to a brother-in-law, for example.92 It can happen that the identical
things one has acquired and then given away come back to one
in the course of the same day.
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All the rewards for ‘total services’ of any kind, things and
services, fall within this category. In random order, the following
are the most important.

The pokala93 and kaributu,94 ‘solicitory gifts’, which we have noted
in the kula, are species of a much larger category that corresponds
fairly closely to what we term ‘remuneration’. They are offered
to the gods and the spirits. Another generic name for the
‘remuneration’ is vakapula95 and mapula.96 They are marks of gratitude
and hospitable welcome and must be reciprocated. In this
connection, in our opinion Malinowski97 has made a very great
discovery that sheds light upon all the economic and juridical
relationships between the sexes within marriage: the services of
all kinds rendered to the wife by her husband are considered as a
remuneration-cum-gift for the service rendered by the wife when
she lends what the Koran still calls ‘the field’.

The somewhat childish legal language of the Trobriand Islanders
has given rise to a proliferation of distinctive names for all kinds
of total counter-services, according to the name of the service
that is being compensated,98 the thing given,99 the occasion,100

etc. Certain names take all these considerations into account; for
example, the gift made to a magic man, or for the acquisition of
a title, is called laga.101 One cannot credit the extent to which all
such vocabulary is complicated by a curious incapacity to divide
and define, and by the strange refinements that are given to names.

Other Melanesian societies

One need not multiply the comparisons with other areas of
Melanesia. However a few details gleaned here and there will
strengthen conviction and prove that the Trobriand people and
the New Caledonians have not developed in an abnormal way a
principle that might not be found among kindred peoples.

At the southern limit of Melanesia, in Fiji, where we have
identified the existence of potlatch, other remarkable institutions
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thrive that belong to the gift system. There is a season, termed
kere-kere, during which nobody must be refused anything.102 Gifts
are exchanged between the two families on the occasion of a
marriage, etc.103 Moreover the money of Fiji, of sperm whale’s
teeth, is exactly of the same kind as that of the Trobriands. It bears
the name of tambua;104 it is decorated with stones (‘mothers of
the teeth’) and ornaments that are kinds of mascots, talismans,
and ‘good-luck’ objects of the tribe. The feelings cherished by
the Fijians for their tambua are exactly the same as those we have
just described: ‘they are treated like dolls. They are taken out of
the basket and admired, their beauty is spoken of; their “mother”
is oiled and polished.’105 To present them constitutes a request; to
accept them is to commit oneself.106

The Melanesians of New Guinea and certain Papuans influenced
by them call their money tau-tau.107 It is of the same kind and the
object of the same beliefs as that of the Trobriand Islanders.108

But this name must also be compared with that of tahu-’ahu,109

which means the ‘borrowing of pigs’ (Motu and Koita), and is a
name110 familiar to us. It is the very Polynesian term, the root of
the word taonga, which in Samoa and New Zealand means the
jewels and possessions incorporated into the family. The words
themselves are Polynesian, as are the things.111

It is known that the Melanesians and Papuans of New Guinea
practise the potlatch.112

The fine documents that Thurnwald has passed on to us
concerning the tribes of Buin113 and the Banaro114 have already
provided us with numerous points of comparison. The religious
nature of the things exchanged is apparent, particularly that of
money, in the way that it rewards songs, women, love, and services.
As in the Trobriand Islands, it is a kind of pledge. Finally, Thurnwald
has analysed in a sound case-study115 one of the facts that best
illustrates both what this system of reciprocal gifts consists of,
and what is incorrectly called marriage by purchase. In reality
this seems to include services to all involved, including the family-
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in-law. The wife whose parents have not sent sufficient return
presents is sent back to them.

To sum up, the whole area of the islands, and probably part of
the world of Southern Asia that is related to it, possess the same
legal and economic system.

The conception one should have regarding these Melanesian
tribes, even richer and more committed to trade than the
Polynesians, is therefore very different from normal. These peoples
possess an extra domestic economy and a very developed system
of exchange that throbs with life more intensely and more
precipitantly perhaps than the one that our peasants or the fishing
villages along our coasts were familiar with maybe not even a
hundred years ago. They have an extensive economic life, going
beyond the confines of the islands and their dialects, which
represents a considerable trade. Through gifts made and
reciprocated they have robustly replaced a system of buying and
selling.

The stumbling block that these laws and, as we shall also see,
Germanic law, came up against, was their inability to isolate and
divide up their economic and juridical concepts. But they had no
need to do so. In these societies neither the clan nor the family is
able to isolate itself or dissociate its actions. Nor are individuals
themselves, however influential and aware, capable of
understanding that they need to oppose one another and learn
how to dissociate their actions from one another. The chief is
merged with his clan, and the clan with him. Individuals feel
themselves acting in only one way. Holmes perceptively remarks
that the two dialects, Papuan and Melanesian, of the tribes that he
encountered at the mouth of the Finke river (Toaripi and Namau)
have ‘one single term to designate buying and selling, lending
and borrowing’. Operations that are ‘opposites are expressed by
the same word’.116 ‘Strictly speaking they did not know how to
borrow and lend in the sense that we employ these terms, but
there was always something given in the shape of an honorarium



 

42 THE  G I F T

for borrowing, and which was returned when the loan was
repaid.’117 These men have no conception of either selling or
borrowing, but nevertheless carry out juridical and economic
operatons that fulfil the same functions.

Likewise the notion of barter is no more natural for the
Melanesians than for the Polynesians.

One of the best ethnographers, Kruyt, whilst he uses the word
‘selling’, describes exactly118 this state of mind as it exists among
the inhabitants of the central Celebese islands. Yet the Toradja have
been for a long while in contact with the Malaysians, who are
great traders.

Thus one section of humanity, comparatively rich, hard-
working, and creating considerable surpluses, has known how
to, and still does know how to, exchange things of great value,
under different forms and for reasons different from those with
which we are familiar.

III
THE AMERICAN NORTHWEST

Honour and credit

From these observations about a few Melanesian and Polynesian
peoples there already emerges a very clearly defined picture of
this system of the gift. Material and moral life, and exchange,
function within it in a form that is both disinterested and
obligatory. Moreover, this obligation is expressed in a mythical
and imaginary way or, one might say, symbolic and collective. It
assumes an aspect that centres on the interest attached to the
things exchanged. These are never completely detached from those
carrying out the exchange. The mutual ties and alliance that they
establish are comparatively indissoluble. In reality this symbol of
social life—the permanence of influence over the things
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exchanged—serves merely to reflect somewhat directly the
manner in which the subgroups in these segmented societies,
archaic in type and constantly enmeshed with one another, feel
that they are everything to one another.

The Indian societies of the American Northwest display the
same institutions, although with them they are even more radical
and more marked. First, one can say that barter is unknown. Even
after long contact with Europeans,119 apparently none of the
considerable transfers of wealth120 constantly taking place among
them is carried out save in the solemn form of the potlatch.121 We
shall describe this institution as it relates to our study.

Before doing so, a brief description of these societies is
indispensable. The tribes, peoples, or rather groups of tribes122

we shall discuss all reside on the Northwest coast of America, in
Alaska: Tlingit and Haïda; and in British Columbia, mainly the
Haïda, Tsimshian, and Kwakiutl.123 They also live from the sea, or
from the rivers, from fishing rather than hunting. But, unlike the
Melanesians and Polynesians, they have no agriculture. However,
they are very rich, and even now their fishing grounds, hunting
grounds, and fur-trapping provide them with considerable
surpluses, particularly when reckoned in European terms. They
have the most solidly built houses of all the American tribes, and
a very highly developed cedarwood industry. Their boats are good,
and although they hardly venture out on the open sea, they know
how to navigate between the islands and the coasts. Their material
arts are of a very high order. In particular, even before the arrival
of iron in the eighteenth century, they knew how to extract, melt
down, mould, and beat out the copper that is to be found in a
raw state in the Tsimshian and Tlingit lands. Certain kinds of this
copper, real armorial shields, served as a kind of money for them.
Another kind of money was certainly the beautiful, so-called
Chilkat, blankets of wonderfully different colours that still serve
as adornment,124 some of them of considerable value. These
peoples have excellent sculptors and professional designers. Their
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pipes, tomahawks, sticks, spoons carved out of horn, etc.,
embellish our ethnographic collections. The whole of this
civilization is remarkably uniform, within very broad limits.
Clearly, these societies mingled with one another from very ancient
times, although they belong, at least in language, to no less than
three different families of peoples.125 Their life in winter, even for
the southernmost tribes, is very different from that in summer.
The tribes have a dual structure: from the end of spring they
disperse to go hunting, to gather roots and the juicy mountain
berries, and to fish for salmon in the rivers; at the onset of winter
they concentrate once more in what are called ‘towns’. It is then,
during the period when they are gathered together in this way,
that they live in a state of perpetual excitement. Social life becomes
extremely intense, even more so than in the assemblies of tribes
that can take place in the summer. There are constant visits from
whole tribes to tribes, from clans to clans, and from families to
families. There are repeated festivals, continuous and long drawn-
out. At a wedding, or at various kinds of ritual or promotions,
everything stored up with great industry during the summer and
autumn on one of the richest coasts in the world is lavishly
expended. This even occurs in domestic life. The people of one’s
clan are invited when a seal has been killed or when a case of
berries or roots that have been preserved is opened up. Everyone
is invited when a whale is washed up. From the moral viewpoint
also, the civilization is remarkably uniform, although ranging
from the regime of the phratry (Tlingit and Haïda) of maternal
descent, to the clan of modified masculine descent of the Kwakiutl.
The general features of social organization, and particularly
totemism, are roughly the same in all the tribes. In the Banks
Islands the tribes have ‘brotherhoods’, as in Melanesia, which
are wrongly called secret societies and are often international,
but in which male society, and certainly among the Kwakiutl,
female society, cuts across the clan organization. Part of the gifts
and total counter-services of which we shall speak are intended,
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as in Melanesia,126 to finance the ranks and successive ‘ascensions’
(promotions)127 in these brotherhoods. The rituals, both of these
brotherhoods and clans, follow one another at the marriage of
chiefs, at ‘copper sales’, at initiations, at Shamon ceremonies,
and at funeral ceremonies—the latter being more developed in
Haïda and Tlingit lands. All are performed during a series of
potlatches that are prolonged indefinitely. There are potlatches
everywere, in response to other potlatches. As in Melanesia it is a
constant ‘give and take’.

The potlatch itself, so typical a phenomenon, and at the same
time so characteristic of these tribes, is none other than the
system of gifts exchanged.128 It differs from that in Melanesia
only in the violence, exaggeration, and antagonisms that it
arouses, and by a certain lack of juridical concepts, and a simpler
and cruder structure. This is particularly true of the two northern
peoples, the Tlingit and Haïda.129 The collective nature of the
contract130 is more apparent than in Melanesia and Polynesia.
All in all, these societies, in spite of appearances, are closer to
what we term ‘simple total services’. Consequently, the juridical
and economic concepts possess less clarity and less conscious
precision. However, in practice, the principles are positive and
sufficiently clear-cut.

Nevertheless, two notions are much more in evidence than
in the Melanesian potlatch or the more developed, or more
fragmented, institutions existing in Polynesia. These are the
notion of credit, of the time limit placed on it, and also the
notion of honour.131

Gifts circulate, as we have seen in Melanesia and Polynesia,
with the certainty that they will be reciprocated. Their ‘surety’
lies in the quality of the thing given, which is itself that surety.
But in every possible form of society it is in the nature of a gift to
impose an obligatory time limit. By their very definition, a meal
shared in common, a distribution of kava, or a talisman that one
takes away, cannot be reciprocated immediately. Time is needed



 

46 THE  G I F T

in order to perform any counter-service. The notion of a time
limit is thus logically involved when there is question of returning
visits, contracting marriages and alliances, establishing peace,
attending games or regulated combats, celebrating alternative
festivals, rendering ritual services of honour, or ‘displaying
reciprocal respect’132—all the things that are exchanged at the
same time as other things that become increasingly numerous
and valuable, as these societies become richer.

Current economic and juridical history is largely mistaken in
this matter. Imbued with modern ideas, it forms a priori ideas of
development133 and follows a so-called necessary logic. All in all,
it rests on ancient traditions. There is nothing more dangerous
than this ‘unconscious sociology’, as Simiand has termed it. For
example Cuq still states:
 

In primitive societies only the barter regime is conceived of; in those

more advanced, sales for cash are the practice. Sale on credit is

characteristic of a higher phase in civilization. It first appears in an

oblique form as a combination of cash sale and loans.134

(Cuq 1910)

 
In fact, the point of departure lies elsewhere. It is provided in
a category of rights that excludes the jurists and economists,
who are not interested in it. This is the gift, a complex
phenomenon, particularly in its most ancient form, that of
‘total services’, with which we do not deal in this monograph.
Now, the gift necessarily entails the notion of credit. The
evolution in economic law has not been from barter to sale,
and from cash sale to credit sale. On the one hand, barter has
arisen through a system of presents given and reciprocated
according to a time limit. This was through a process of
simplification, by reductions in periods of time formerly
arbitrary. On the other hand, buying and selling arose in the
same way, with the latter according to a fixed time limit, or by
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cash, as well as by lending. For we have no evidence that any
of the legal systems that have evolved beyond the phase we
are describing (in particular, Babylonian law) remained
ignorant of the credit process that is known in every archaic
society that still survives today. This is another simple, realistic
way of resolving the problem of the two ‘moments in time’
that are brought together in the contract, which Davy has
already studied.135

No less important in these transactions of the Indians is the
role played by the notion of honour. Nowhere is the individual
prestige of a chief and that of his clan so closely linked to
what is spent and to the meticulous repayment with interest
of gifts that have been accepted, so as to transform into persons
having an obligation those that have placed you yourself under
a similar obligation. Consumption and destruction of goods
really go beyond all bounds. In certain kinds of potlatch one
must expend all that one has, keeping nothing back.136 It is a
competition to see who is the richest and also the most madly
extravagant. Everything is based upon the principles of
antagonism and rivalry. The political status of individuals in
the brotherhoods and clans, and ranks of all kinds, are gained
in a ‘war of property’,137 just as they are in real war, or through
chance, inheritance, alliance, and marriage. Yet everything is
conceived of as if it were a ‘struggle of wealth’.138 Marriages
for one’s children and places in the brotherhoods are only
won during the potlatch, where exchange and reciprocity rule.
They are lost in the potlatch as they are lost in war, by
gambling139 or in running and wrestling.140 In a certain number
of cases, it is not even a question of giving and returning gifts,
but of destroying,141 so as not to give the slightest hint of
desiring your gift to be reciprocated. Whole boxes of olachen
(candlefish) oil or whale oil142 are burnt, as are houses and
thousands of blankets. The most valuable copper objects are
broken and thrown into the water, in order to put down and
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to ‘flatten’ one’s rival.143 In this way one not only promotes
oneself, but also one’s family, up the social scale. It is therefore
a system of law and economics in which considerable wealth
is constantly being expended and transferred. If one so wishes,
one may term these transfers acts of exchange or even of trade
and sale.144 Yet such trade is noble, replete with etiquette and
generosity. At least, when it is carried on in another spirit,
with a view to immediate gain, it becomes the object of very
marked scorn.145

As may be seen, the notion of honour, which expresses itself
violently in Polynesia and is always present in Melanesia, is, in
this case, really destructive. Again on this point, conventional
wisdom misjudges the importance of the motives that have
inspired men, and all we owe to the societies that have preceded
us. Even such a perceptive scholar as Huvelin felt himself obliged
to deduce the notion of honour, reputedly ineffective, from the
notion of the efficacy of magic.146 He sees in honour and prestige
only a substitute for magic. The reality is more complex. The
notion of honour is no more foreign to these civilizations than is
the notion of magic.147 The Polynesian word mana itself symbolizes
not only the magical force in every creature, but also his honour,
and one of the best translations of the word is ‘authority’,
‘wealth’.148 The Tlingit and Haïda potlatch consists of considering
the mutual services rendered as acts of honour.149 Even among
really primitive tribes, such as those in Australia, the point of
honour is as delicate as that in our own societies, and is satisfied
through the offering of services and food, acts of precedence and
rites, as well as through gifts.150 Men had learnt how to pledge
their honour and their name long before they knew how to sign
the latter.

The North American potlatch has been well enough studied as
regards everything concerning the form of the contract itself.
However, we need to fit the study of it made by Davy and Leonhard
Adam151 into the wider context in which it should be placed for
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the subject with which we are dealing. For the potlatch is much
more than a juridical phenomenon: it is one that we propose to
call ‘total’. It is religious, mythological, and Shamanist, since the
chiefs who are involved represent and incarnate their ancestors
and the gods, whose name they bear, whose dances they dance
and whose spirits possess them.152 The potlatch is also an economic
phenomenon, and we must gauge the value, the importance, the
reasons for, and the effect of these transactions, enormous even
today, when they are calculated in European values.153 The potlatch
is also a phenomenon of social structure: the gathering together
of tribes, clans, and families, even of peoples, brings about a
remarkable state of nerviness and excitement. One fraternizes,
yet one remains a stranger; one communicates and opposes others
in a gigantic act of trade and a constant tournament.154 We pass
over the aesthetic phenomena, which are extremely numerous.
Finally, even from the juridical viewpoint, to what we have already
gleaned regarding the form of these contracts and what might be
termed their human purpose, as well as the juridical status of the
contracting parties (clans, families, ranks, and betrothals,) we
must add this: the material purposes of the contracts, the things
exchanged in them, also possess a special intrinsic power, which
causes them to be given and above all to be reciprocated.

It would have been useful—if we had enough space—to
distinguish, for the purposes of our exposition, between four
forms of the potlatch in the American Northwest: (1) a potlatch
in which the phratries and the families of chiefs are exclusively,
or almost exclusively involved (Tlingit); (2) a potlatch in which
the phratries, clans, chiefs, and families play roughly an equal
part; (3) a potlatch by clans in which chiefs confront one
another (Tsimshian); (4) a potlatch of chiefs and brotherhoods
(Kwakiutl). But it would take too long to proceed thus.
Moreover, the differences between three of the four forms (the
Tsimshian form is not dealt with) have been expounded by
Davy.155 Finally, as far as our study is concerned—that of the
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three themes of the gift, the obligation to give, the obligation
to receive and reciprocate—the four forms of the potlatch are
comparatively identical.

The three obligations: to give, to receive, to reciprocate

The obligation to give is the essence of the potlatch. A chief must give
potlatches for himself, his son, his son-in-law, or his daughter,156

and for his dead.157 He can only preserve his authority over his
tribe and village, and even over his family, he can only maintain
his rank among the chiefs158—both nationally and
internationally—if he can prove he is haunted and favoured both
by the spirits and by good fortune159, that he is possessed, and
also possesses it.160 And he can only prove this good fortune by
spending it and sharing it out, humiliating others by placing
them ‘in the shadow of his name’.161 Each Kwakiutl and Haïda
noble has exactly the same idea of ‘face’ as has the Chinese man
of letters or officer.162 It is said of one of the great mythical chiefs
who gave no potlatch that he had a ‘rotten face’.163 Here the
expression is even more exact than in China. For in the American
Northwest, to lose one’s prestige is indeed to lose one’s soul. It is
in fact the ‘face’ the dancing mask, the right to incarnate a spirit,
to wear a coat of arms, a totem, it is really the persona—that are all
called into question in this way, and that are lost at the potlatch,164

at the game of gifts,165 just as they can be lost in war,166 or through
a mistake in ritual.167 In all such societies one hastens to give.
There is not one, single, special moment, even apart from the
winter solemnities and gatherings, when one is not obliged to
invite one’s friends, to share with them the windfall gains of the
hunt or food gathering, which come from the gods and the
totems.168 There is not one single moment when you are not
obliged to redistribute everything from a potlatch in which you
have been the beneficiary;169 or when you are not obliged to
acknowledge by gifts some service or other,170 whether performed
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by chiefs,171 vassals, or relatives:172 all this under pain of violating
etiquette—at least for nobles—and of losing rank.173

The obligation to invite is clearly evident when imposed by
clans on clans, or tribes on tribes. Indeed it only has meaning if
it is offered to others outside the family, the clan, or the phratry.174

It is essential to invite anyone who can,175 or wishes to176 come,
or actually turns up177 at the festival at the potlatch.178 Failure to
do so has fatal consequences.179 An important Tsimshian myth180

reveals the mentality in which this essential theme of European
folklore also originated: that of the wicked fairy who was forgotten
at a baptism or a marriage. The tissue of institutions from which
the theme is woven is clearly apparent here. We see in what
civilizations it functioned. A princess of one of the Tsimshian
villages has conceived in the ‘land of the otters’ and miraculously
gives birth to ‘the Little Otter’. She returns with her child to the
village where her father is the chief. Little Otter catches a large
halibut on which his grandfather regales all his fellow chiefs,
from all the tribes. He presents his grandson to everybody and
enjoins them not to kill him if they come across him in his animal
form while out fishing: ‘Here is my grandson who has brought
this food for you and which I have served to you, my guests.’ In
this way the grandfather grew rich with all kinds of goods given
him when they came to his home to partake of the whales, seals,
and fresh fish that Little Otter brought back during the winter
famines. But they had forgotten to invite one chief. So, one day
when the crew of a boat belonging to the neglected tribe met
Little Otter out at sea, holding a large seal in his mouth, the
bowman in the boat killed him and took the seal from him. The
grandfather and the other tribes searched for Little Otter until
they became aware of what had happened to the forgotten tribe.
The latter presented its excuses: it did not know who Little Otter
was. His mother, the princess, died of grief. The chief who had
been the unwitting culprit brought to the chief, the grandfather,
all kinds of gifts to expiate his mistake. And the myth concludes:181
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‘This is why peoples mounted a great festival when the son of a
chief was born and was given a name, so that no one should not
know who he was.’ The potlatch, the distribution of goods, is the
basic act of ‘recognition’, military, juridical, economic, and
religious in every sense of the word. One ‘recognizes’ the chief
or his son and becomes ‘grateful’ to him.182

The ritual followed in the Kwakiutl festivals183 and those of
other tribes in this group sometimes expresses this principle
of obligatory invitation. It can happen that a part of the festival
begins with the Ceremony of the Dogs. The latter are
represented by masked men who leave one house and force
an entrance into another. This commemorates the time when
the people of the three other clans of the Kwakiutl tribe proper
omitted to invite the most high-ranking clan among them,
the Guetala.184 The latter did not wish to remain ‘profane’ and,
entering the house where dances were going on, destroyed
everything.

The obligation to accept is no less constraining. One has no right
to refuse a gift, or to refuse to attend the potlatch.185 To act in
this way is to show that one is afraid of having to reciprocate,
to fear being ‘flattened’ [i.e. losing one’s name] until one has
reciprocated. In reality this is already to be ‘flattened’. It is to
‘lose the weight’ attached to one’s name.186 It is either to admit
oneself beaten in advance187 or, on the contrary, in certain cases,
to proclaim oneself the victor and invincible.188 Indeed it seems,
at least among the Kwakiutl, that an acknowledged position
in the hierarchy, and victories in previous potlatches, allow
one to refuse an invitation, or even, when present at a potlatch,
to refuse a gift without war ensuing. Yet then the potlatch
becomes obligatory for the one who has refused; in particular,
he must make even richer the ‘festival of fat’ where this ritual
of refusal can in fact be observed.189 The chief who believes
himself to be superior spurns the spoonful of fat presented to
him; he goes to fetch his ‘copper object’ and returns with it
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in order to ‘put out the fire’ (of the fat). There follows a
succession of formalities that signify the challenge that binds
the chief who has refused to give another potlatch, another
‘festival of fat’.190 But in principle every gift is always accepted
and even praised.191 One must voice one’s appreciation of the
food that has been prepared for one.192 But, by accepting it
one knows that one is committing onself.193 A gift is received
‘with a burden attached’.194 One does more than derive benefit
from a thing or a festival: one has accepted a challenge, and
has been able to do so because of being certain to be able to
reciprocate,195 to prove one is not unequal.196 By confronting
one another in this way chiefs can place themselves in a comic
situation that is surely perceived as such. As in ancient Gaul or
Germany, or at our own banquets for students, soldiers, and
peasants, one is committed to gulping down large quantities
of food, in order to ‘do honour’, in a somewhat grotesque
way, to one’s host. Even if one is only the heir of the person
who has made the challenge,197 it is taken up. To refrain from
giving, just as to refrain from accepting,198 is to lose rank—as
is refraining from reciprocating.199

The obligation to reciprocate200 constitutes the essence of
the potlatch, in so far as it does not consist of pure destruction.
These acts of destruction are very often sacrificial, and
beneficial to the spirits. It would seem they need not all be
reciprocated unconditionally, particularly when they are the
work of a chief recognized in the clan as being superior, or
that of a chief of a clan that has itself already been recognized
as superior.201 However, normally, the potlatch must be
reciprocated with interest, as must indeed every gift. The rate
of interest generally ranges from 30–100 per cent a year. Even
if a subject receives a blanket from his chief for some service
he has rendered, he will give two in return on the occasion of
a marriage in the chief’s family, or the enthronement of the
chief’s son, etc. It is true that the latter, in his turn, will give
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away all the goods that he obtains at future potlatches, when
the opposing clans will heap benefits upon him.

The obligation to reciprocate worthily is imperative.202 One
loses face for ever if one does not reciprocate, or if one does not
carry out destruction of equivalent value.203

The punishment for failure to reciprocate is slavery for debt.
At least, this functions among the Kwakiutl, the Haïda, and the
Tsimshian. It is an institution really comparable in nature and
function to the Roman nexum. The individual unable to repay the
loan or reciprocate the potlatch loses his rank and even his status
as a free man. Among the Kwakiutl, when an individual whose
credit is poor borrows, he is said to ‘sell a slave’. There is no need
to point out the identical nature of this and the Roman
expression.204

The Haïda205 even say—as if they had discovered the Latin
expression independently—regarding a mother who gives a
present to the mother of a young chief for a betrothal contracted
as a minor, that she has: ‘put a thread around him’.

But, just as the Trobriand kula is only an extreme case of the
exchange of gifts, so the potlatch in societies living on the
Northwest American coast is only a kind of monstrous product
of the system of presents. At least in lands such as those of the
Haïda and the Tlingit, where phratries exist, there still remain
considerable traces of the onetime ‘total services’, which,
moreover, are so characteristic of the Athapascans, the important
group of related tribes. Presents are exchanged for any and every
reason, for every ‘service’, and everything is given back later, or
even at once, and is immediately given out again.206 The Tsimshian
are not very far from having kept to the same rules.207 In numerous
cases the rules even appertain apart from the potlatch, among the
Kwakiutl.208 We shall not labour this point, which is self-evident.
Older writers describe the potlatch no differently, so much so
that one may wonder whether it constitutes a distinct institution.209

We recall that among the Chinook, one of the least well-known
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tribes, but which might have been among the most important
ones to study, the word potlatch signifies gift.210

The force of things

One can push the analysis further and demonstrate that in the
things exchanged during the potlatch, a power is present that
forces gifts to be passed around, to be given, and returned.

First, at least among the Kwakiutl and Tsimshian, the same
distinction is made between the various kinds of property as
made by the Romans, the Trobriand peoples, and the Samoans.
For these there exist, on the one hand, the objects of
consumption and for common sharing211 (I have found no trace
of exchanges). And on the other hand, there are the precious
things belonging to the family,212 the various talismans,
emblazoned copper objects, blankets made of skins, or cloth
bedecked with emblems. This latter type of object is passed on
as solemnly as women hand over at marriage the ‘privileges’ to
their sons-in-law,213 and names and ranks to children and sons-
in-law. It is even incorrect to speak in their case of transfer. They
are loans rather than sales or true abandonment of possession.
Among the Kwakiutl a certain number of objects, although they
appear at the potlatch, cannot be disposed of. In reality these
pieces of ‘property’ are sacra that a family divests itself of only
with great reluctance, and sometimes never.

More detailed observation among the Haïda will reveal the
same distinctions between things. The latter have in fact even made
the notion of property and fortune divine, as did the Ancients.
Through a mythological and religious effort, fairly infrequent in
America, they have raised themselves to a level where they have
personified an abstraction. English writers refer to the ‘Property
Woman’ about whom there are myths and of whom we have
descriptions.214 For the Haïda she is nothing less than the mother,
the originating goddess of the dominant phratry, that of the Eagles.
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Yet on the other hand—and this is a strange fact that awakens
very distant recollections of the Asiatic and Ancient world—she
seems identical to the ‘queen’,215 the main protagonist in ‘the
game of sticks’ (‘tip-it’), the one who wins everything and whose
name she bears in part. This goddess is to be found in the Tlingit
lands,216 and the myth about her, if not the worship of her, among
the Tsimshian217 and the Kwakiutl.218

The sum total of these precious things constitutes the magical
dower; this is often identical for both donor and recipient, and also
for the spirit who has provided the clan with these talismans, or
the hero who is the originator of the clan and to whom the spirit
has given them.219 In any case all these things are always, and in
every tribe, spiritual in origin and of a spiritual nature.220

Moreover, they are contained in a box, or rather in a large
emblazoned case221 that is itself endowed with a powerful
personality,222 that can talk, that clings to its owner, that holds his
soul, etc.223

Each of these precious things, these signs of wealth possesses—
as in the Trobriand Islands—its individuality, its name,224 its
qualities, its power.225 The large abalone shells,226 the shields that
are covered with these shells, the belts and blankets that are
decorated with them, the blankets themselves227 that also bear
emblems, covered with faces, eyes, and animal and human figures
that are woven and embroidered on them—all are living beings.
The houses, the beams, and the decorated walls228 are also beings.
Everything speaks—the roof, the fire, the carvings, the paintings—
for the magical house is built,229 not only by the chief or his
people, or the people of the opposing phratry, but also by one’s
gods and ancestors. It is the house that both accepts and rejects
the spirits and the youthful initiates.

Each one of these precious things230 possesses, moreover,
productive power itself.231 It is not a mere sign and pledge; it is
also a sign and a pledge of wealth, the magical and religious
symbol of rank and plenty.232 The dishes233 and spoons234 used
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solemnly for eating, and decorated, carved, and emblazoned
with the clan’s totem or the totem of rank, are animate things.
They are replicas of the inexhaustible instruments, the creators
of food, that the spirits gave to one’s ancestors. They are
themselves deemed to have fairylike qualities. Thus things are
mixed up with spirits, their originators, and eating instruments
with food. The dishes of the Kwakiutl and the spoons of the
Haïda are essential items that circulate according to very strict
rules and are meticulously shared out among the clans and the
families of the chiefs.235

The ‘money of fame’236

Yet above all it is the emblazoned copper objects237 that, as basic
goods for the potlatch, are the focus of important beliefs and
even of a cult.238 First, in every tribe there exists a cult and a myth
regarding copper,239 which is regarded as a living thing. Copper,
at least among the Haïda and the Kwakiutl, is identified with the
salmon, which is itself the object of a cult.240 Yet, besides this
element of metaphysical and technical mythology,241 all these
pieces of copper are, each one separately, the subject of individual
and particular beliefs. Each important piece of copper in the
families of the clan chiefs has its name,242 its own individuality,
its own value,243 in the full sense of the word—magical, economic,
permanent, and perpetual—despite the vicissitudes of the potlatch
through which they pass, and even beyond the partial or complete
acts of destruction they suffer.244

Moreover, they have a power of attraction that is felt by other
copper objects, just as wealth attracts wealth, or dignities bring
honours in their train, as well as the possession of spirits and
fruitful alliances,245—and vice versa. They are alive and move
autonomously,246 and inspire other copper objects to do so.247

One of them248 is called among the Kwakiutl ‘the attracter of
copper objects’, and the story depicts how the copper objects
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group around it. At the same time the name of its owner is
‘property that flows towards me’. Another frequent name for
copper objects is: ‘the bringer of property’. Among the Haïda
and the Tlingit the copper objects form a ‘strongpoint’ around
the princess who brings them;249 elsewhere the chief who has
them in his possession250 is rendered invincible. They are ‘the
flat, divine things’251 of the household. Often the myth identifies
them all, the spirits that have given the copper objects,252 their
owners, and the copper objects themselves.253 It is impossible to
distinguish what makes the strength of spirit in the one and wealth
in the other: the copper object speaks, and grumbles.254 It demands
to be given away, to be destroyed; it is covered with blankets to
keep it warm, just as the chief is buried under the blankets that
he is to share out.255

Yet, on the other hand, at the same time as goods, it is wealth256

and good luck that are passed on. It is the initiate’s spirit, it is his
attendant spirits, that give the initiate possession of copper objects,
of talismans that themselves are the means of acquiring other
things: other copper objects, wealth, rank, and finally spirits, all
things that, moreover, are of equivalent value. All in all, when
one considers both the copper objects and the other permanent
forms of wealth that are likewise an object of hoarding and of
alternating potlatches, masks, talismans, etc.—all are mingled
together as regards use and effect.257 Through them one obtains
rank; it is because one obtains wealth that one obtains a spirit.
The latter, in its turn, takes possession of the hero who has
overcome all obstacles. Then again, this hero has his Shaman
trances, his ritual dances, and the services of his government [sic]
paid for him. Everything holds together, everything is mixed up
together. Things possess a personality, and the personalities are in
some way the permanent things of the clan. Titles, talismans,
copper objects, and the spirits of the chiefs are both homonyms
and synonyms258 of the same nature and performing the same
function. The circulation of goods follows that of men, women,
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and children, of feasts, rituals, ceremonies, and dances, and even
that of jokes and insults. All in all, it is one and the same. If one
gives things and returns them, it is because one is giving and
returning ‘respects’—we still say ‘courtesies’. Yet it is also because
by giving one is giving oneself, and if one gives oneself, it is because
one ‘owes’ oneself—one’s person and one’s goods—to others.

First conclusion

Thus, in four important population groups we have discovered
the following: first, in two or three groups, the potlatch; then the
main reason for, and the normal form of the potlatch itself; and
what is more, beyond the potlatch, and in all these groups, the
archaic form of exchange—that of gifts presented and
reciprocated. Moreover, we have identified the circulation of things
in these societies with the circulation of rights and persons. We
could, if we wanted, stop there. The number, extent, and
importance of these facts justifies fully our conception of a regime
that must have been shared by a very large part of humanity
during a very long transitional phase, one that, moreover, still
subsists among the peoples we have described. These phenomena
allow us to think that this principle of the exchange-gift must have been that
of societies that have gone beyond the phase of ‘total services’ (from clan to
clan, and from family to family) but have not yet reached that of purely
individual contract, of the market where money circulates, of sale
proper, and above all of the notion of price reckoned in coinage weighed and
stamped with its value.
 



 
NOTES

INTRODUCTION
1 Cassel, in his Theory of Social Economy, vol. 2, p. 345, put us on the track of

this text. Scandinavian scholars are familiar with this trait of the ancient
history of their peoples.

2 Maurice Cahen kindly agreed to make this translation for us.
3 The meaning of the stanza is obscure, particularly because the adjective

is missing in line 4, but the drift is clear when, as is normally done,
one supplies a word that means ‘liberal’, or ‘extravagant’. Line 3 is
also diff icult. Cassel translates it: ‘who does not take what is offered
him’. By contrast, Cahen’s translation is literal. He has written to us:
The expression is ambiguous. Some understand it to mean: “that to
receive would not be pleasing to him”. Others interpret it as: “that
to receive a present would not carry an obligation to reciprocate”.
Naturally I incline to the second explanation.’ In spite of our lack of
expertise in Old Norse, we venture to put forward another
interpretation. Clearly the expression corresponds to an old cento
that must have run something like, ‘to receive is received’. If this is
conceded, the line would allude to the state of mind of the visitor
and his host. Everyone is supposed to offer hospitality, or his presents,
as if they were never to be reciprocated. However, everyone
nevertheless accepts the visitor’s presents or the total gifts and services
provided by the host in return, because they represent property and
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are also a means of strengthening the contract, of which they form an
integral part.

For us, it even appears that in these stanzas can be discerned a much
older version. The structure of each one is the same, curious but clear.
In each a juridical cento forms the centrepiece: ‘that to receive would
not be received’ (stanza 39), ‘those that exchange presents are friends’
(41), ‘to give present for present’ (42), ‘your soul must blend in with
his and you must exchange presents’ (44), ‘the miser is always afraid of
presents’ (48), ‘a present given always expects a present in return’
(145), etc. It is a veritable collection of sayings. This proverb, or rule, is
embedded in a commentary that embroiders on it. So we have here
not only a very ancient form of law, but even a very ancient form of
literature.

4 I have not been able to consult Burckhard, Zum Begrif f der Schenkung,
p. 53 ff. However, for Anglo-Saxon law, the fact that we propose to
shed light on was very clearly appreciated by Pollock and Maitland,
History of English Law, vol. 2, p. 892: ‘The wide word “gift”, which will
cover sale, exchange, gage and lease.’ Cf. ibid, p. 12, ibid, pp. 212–14:
‘There is no free gift that carries the force of law.’ See also the
dissertation by Neubecker (1909) concerning Germanic dowry, Die
Mitgift, p. 65 ff.

5 The notes are only indispensable to specialists.
6 G.Davy (1922) ‘Foi jurée’, Travaux de l’Année Sociologique; for bibliographical

information see: M.Mauss (1921) ‘Une forme archaïque de contrat chez les
Thraces’, Revue des etudes grecques; R.Lenoir (1924) ‘L’Institution du Potlach’,
Revue Philosophique.

7 M.F.Sondo (1909) Der Güterverkehr in der Urgesellschaf t (Institut
Solvay), has provided a good discussion of these facts, and a clue (p.
156) that he was beginning to follow the path that we ourselves will
follow.

8 Grierson (1903) Silent Trade, has already put forward the necessary
arguments to rid ourselves of this prejudice. So has von Moszkowski (1911)
Vom Wirtschaftsleben der primitiven Völker, although he considers theft as a
primitive phenomenon and finally confuses the right to take something
with theft. A fine exposition of the facts regarding the Maoris is to be
found in W. von Brun [sic] (1912) Wirtschaftsorganisation der Maori
(Lamprecht’s contribution, p. 18), Leipzig, in which a chapter is devoted to
exchange. The most recent summary of work on the economy of peoples
considered to be primitive is: Koppers (1915–16) ‘Ethnologische
Wirtschaftsord-nung’, Anthropos, pp. 611–51, 971–1079. This is particularly
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good as an exposition of the doctrines held, but otherwise somewhat
dialectic.

9 Since our most recent publications we have discovered in Australia
the beginnings of regulated ‘total services’ occurring between tribes,
particularly upon the occasion of a death. Furthermore, it is no longer
solely between clans and phratries. Among the Kakado of the
Northern Territory, a third funeral ceremony follows upon the second
burial. During this ceremony the men proceed to a kind of judicial
inquiry in order to determine, at least nominally, the one who had by
sorcery perpetrated the death. But contrary to what follows in most
Australian tribes, no vendetta is embarked upon. The men confine
themselves to collecting up their spears and to working out what they
will ask for in exchange. The next day these spears are taken away by
another tribe—the Umoriu, for example—in whose camp the purpose
for which they have been sent is perfectly understood. There the
spears are laid out in heaps according to their owners, and, in
accordance with a tariff known beforehand, the objects that are wanted
are laid down opposite these heaps. Then everything is taken back to
the Kakadu (Baldwin Spencer (1914) Tribes of the Northern Territory, p.
247). Sir Baldwin mentions that these objects can be exchanged once
more against the spears, a fact that we do not understand very clearly.
On the contrary, he f inds it difficult to grasp the connection between
these funeral rites and the exchanges, and he adds that the natives
have no idea of the reason. Nevertheless the custom is perfectly
comprehensible: it is to some extent a juridical settlement arrived at
according to rules, which replaces the vendetta and serves as the
origin for an intertribal market. This exchange of things is at the same
time the exchange of pledges of peace and solidarity in mourning, as
takes place normally in Australia among clans and families associated
with one another and related by marriage. The sole difference is that
this time the custom has become one between tribes.

10 But such a late-classical poet as Pindar says: Olympic, 8, 4. The entire
passage is still imbued with the state of law that we shall describe. The
themes of the present, of wealth, marriage, honour, favour, alliance, the
shared meal, and the consecrated drink, even that of the jealousy that
marriage arouses—all are represented in the passage in expressive terms
that deserve comment.

11 See especially the remarkable rules for a ball game among the Omaha:
Alice Fletcher and La Flesche (1905–6) ‘Omaha Tribe’, Annual Report of the
Bureau of American Anthropology 27:197, 366.
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12 Krause, Tlinkit Indianer, p. 234 ff., clearly perceived this characteristic
of the festivities and rituals that he describes, without calling them a
potlatch. Boursin, in Porter (1900) ‘Report on the Population…of
Alaska’, in Eleventh Census, pp. 54–66, and Porter, ibid, p. 33 did in
fact perceive this feature of mutual glorif ication in the potlatch, which
this time is named as such. But it is Swanton (1905) who has most
clearly stressed it in: ‘Social Conditions of the Tlingit Indians’, Annual
Report of the Bureau of American Ethnography, 26:345, etc. See our
own observations in Année Sociologique 11:207 and G.Davey (1922)
‘Foi jurée’, p. 172.

13 On the meaning of the word potlatch see Barbeau (1911) Bulletin de la
Société de Géographie de Québec, and Davey, p. 162. However, it does not
seem to us that the meaning propounded is the original one. In fact Boas
gives the word potlatch—in Kwakiutl, it is true, and not in Chinook—the
meanings of ‘feeder’, and literally, ‘place of being satiated’: Kwakiutl Texts,
second series, Jesup [sic] Expedition, vol. 10, p. 43, n. 2; see also ibid, vol.
3, pp. 255, 517 under the heading PoL. But the two meanings of potlatch,
i.e. ‘gift’ and ‘food’ are not mutually exclusive, since at least in theory the
essential form of the ‘total service’ relates to nourishment. On this meaning
see Ch. 2, n. 209 (p. 122).

14 The juridical aspect of the potlatch has been studied by Adam in his
articles in the Zeitschrift für vergleichender Rechtswissenschaft, from 1911
onwards, and the Festschrift, Seler (1920), as well as Davy (1922) in his
‘Foi jurée’. The religious and economic aspects are no less essential
and should be treated equally thoroughly. The religious nature of the
persons involved and of the things exchanged or destroyed are indeed
not irrelevant to the very nature of contracts, no less the values that
are ascribed to them.

15 The Haïda speak of ‘killing’ wealth.
16 See Hunt’s documents in Boas, ‘Ethnology of the Kwakiutl’, Annual Report

of the Bureau of American Ethnography, 35, 2:1340, in which is to be found
an interesting description of the way in which the clan brings its contributions
for the potlatch to the chief, and also some very interesting palaver. In
particular, the chief says, ‘For it will not be in my name. It will be in your
name and you will become famous among the tribes when it is said that
you are giving your property for a potlatch.’ (p. 1372, line 34 ff.)

17 In fact the domain of the potlatch extends beyond the limits of the Northwest
tribes. In particular, one must consider whether the ‘asking festival’ of the
Alaskan Eskimos is anything more than a borrow from the neighbouring
Indian tribes. See Ch. 1, n. 45, p. 93.
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18 See our remarks in Année Sociologique 11:101; 12:372–4, and Anthropologie
(1920) (report of the sessions of the Institut Français d’Anthropologie).
Lenoir (1924) has pointed out two fairly clear cases of potlatch in South
America (‘Expéditions maritimes en Mélanesie’, Anthropologie,
September.)

19 The word is used by M.Thurnwald (1912) Forschungen auf den SalomoInseln
vol. 3, p. 8.

20 Mauss, M. (1921) Revue des études grecques, vol. 34.

1 THE EXCHANGE OF GIFTS AND OBLIGATION TO
RECIPROCATE (POLYNESIA)
1 G.Davy (1922) ‘Foi jurée’, p. 140, has studied these exchanges in connection

with marriage, and its relationship to contract. As we shall see, they have a
different dimension.

2 Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 178; Samoa, p. 82 ff.; Stair, Old Samoa,
p. 175.

3 Krämer, Samoa-Inseln, vol. 2, pp. 52–63.
4 Stair, Old Samoa, p. 180; Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 225; Samoa,

p. 142.
5 Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 184; Samoa, p. 91.
6 Krämer Samoa-Inseln, vol. 2, p. 105; Turner, Samoa, p. 142.
7 Krämer, Samoa-Inseln, vol. 2, pp. 96, 363. The commercial expedition,

the malaga (cf. walaga in New Guinea) corresponds in fact very closely
to the potlatch, which itself is characteristic of the expeditions carried
out in the neighbouring Melanesian archipelago. Krämer uses the word
Gegenschenk [‘reciprocating present’] for the exchange of the oloa
against the tonga, which we shall discuss. Moreover, although we must
not fall into the exaggerations of British ethnographers of the Rivers
and Elliot Smith school, nor into those of American ethnographers
who, following Boas, see the whole of the American system of potlatch
as a series of borrowings, we should, however, lay much weight on
the fact that institutions, so to speak, travel around. This is especially
true in this case, where a considerable amount of trade, from island
to island and port to port, and over very great distances, from very
early times must have served not only the passage of goods, but also
the ways in which they were exchanged. Malinowski, in studies that
we shall cite later, had a judicious appreciation of this fact. Cf. a study
devoted to some of these institutions (Northwest Melanesia), in
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R.Lenoir (1924) ‘Expéditions maritimes en Mélanesie’, Anthropologie,
September.

8 In any case rivalry between Maori clans is mentioned fairly often,
particularly in connection with festivities. Cf. S.P.Smith, Journal of the
Polynesian Society (henceforth, JPS), vol. 15, p. 87. (See also pp. 1, 59,
n. 4).

9 The reason why, in this case, we do not assert that potlatch proper exists,
is because the element of usury in the reciprocal service rendered is lacking.
However, as we shall see in considering Maori law, the fact that nothing is
given in return entails the loss of mana, of ‘face’, as the Chinese say. In
Samoa also, in order not to incur the same disadvantage, ‘give and give in
return’ must be observed.

10 Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 178; Samoa, p. 52. This theme of ruin
and honour is a basic one in the potlatch of the American North-west. Cf.
examples in Porter, ‘Report…’, Eleventh Census, p. 334.

11 Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 178; Samoa, p. 83, calls the young
man ‘adopted’. He is wrong. The custom is exactly that of ‘fosterage’, of
education being given outside the family of birth; more precisely, this
fosterage is a kind of return to the maternal family, since the child is
brought up in the family of his father’s sister—in reality in the home of his
uncle on the mother’s side, the sister’s husband. It must not be forgotten
that Polynesia is a region where there is a dual classification of kinship:
maternal and masculine. Cf. our review of Elsdon Best’s work, Maori
Nomenclature, in Année Sociologique 7:420, and Durkheim’s observations
in 5:37.

12 Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 179; Samoa, p. 83.
13 Cf. our observations on vasu in Fiji, in ‘Procès-verbaux de l’I.F.A’,

Anthropologie, 1921.
14 Krämer, Samoa-Inseln, see under: toga, vol. 1, p. 482; vol. 2, p. 90.
15 Ibid, vol. 2, p. 296; cf. p. 90 (toga=Mitgift [‘dowry’]); p. 94, exchange of the

oloa against toga.
16 Ibid, vol. 1, p. 477. Violette, Dictionnaire Samoan-Français, under toga,

expresses it well: ‘riches of the region consisting of finely woven matting
and oloa, riches such as houses, boats, cloth, and guns’ (p. 194, col. 2); and
he refers us back to oa, ‘riches, possessions’, which includes all foreign
articles.

17 Turner, Nineteen Years in Polynesia, p. 179; cf. p. 186. Tregear, Maori
Comparative Dictionary, p. 468 (at the word toga, given under the heading
taonga), muddles up the goods that bear this name and those that bear the
name oloa. This is clearly a slip.
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Rev. Ella, ‘Polynesian Native Clothing’, JPS, vol. 9, p. 165 describes the
ie tonga (‘mats’) as follows:

 
They were the main wealth of the natives; formerly they were
used as a form of money in exchanges of property, at marriages
and on occasions demanding special courtesy. They are often
kept in the families as heirlooms (substitute goods), and many of
the old ie are known and valued very highly as having belonged
to some famous family.

 
Cf. Turner, Samoa, p. 120. All these expressions have their equivalent
in Melanesia and North America, and in our own folklore, as we
shall see.

18 Kramer, Samoa-Inseln, vol. 2, pp. 90, 93.
19 See Tregear, Maori Comparative Dictionary, under taonga: Tahitian, tatoa,

‘to give property’, faataoa, ‘to compensate, to give property’; Marquises
Islands, see Lesson, Polynésiens, vol. 2, p. 232, taetae; cf. Radiguet,
Derniers Sauvages, tiau tae-tae, ‘presents given, gifts and goods of their
country given in order to obtain foreign goods’. The root of the word
is tahu, etc.

20 See M.Mauss  (1914),  ‘Or ig ines  de la  no t ion de monna ie’ ,
Anthropologie, (‘Procès-verbaux de l’I.F.A.’), in which almost all the
facts cited, except those concerning Central Africa and America,
relate to this area.

21 G.Gray, Proverbs, p. 103 (translation, p. 103).
22 C.O.Davis, Maori Mementos, p. 21.
23 In Transactions of the New Zealand Institute, vol. 1, p. 354.
24 Theoretically the tribes of New Zealand are divided, by Maori tradition

itself, into f ishermen, cultivators, and hunters, and are deemed to
exchange their products with one another constantly. Cf. Elsdon Best,
‘Forest Lore’, Transactions of the New Zealand Institute, 42:435.

25 Ibid, Maori text, p. 431, transl. p. 439.
26 The word hau designates, as does the Latin spiritus, both the wind and the

soul—more precisely, at least in certain cases, the soul and the power in
inanimate and vegetal things, the word mana being reserved for men and
spirits. It is applied less frequently to things than in Melanesian.

27 The word utu is used for the satisfaction experienced by blood-avengers,
for compensations, repayments, responsibility, etc. It also designates the
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price. It is a complicated notion relating to morality, law, religion, and
economics.

28 He hau. The whole translation of these two sentences has been shortened
by Elsdon Best, whom I am nevertheless following.

29 A large number of facts to illustrate this last point had been gathered
by R.Hertz for one of the paragraphs of his translation of Sin and
Expiation. They demonstrate that the punishment for theft is merely
the magical and religious effect of mana, the power that the owner
retains over the good that has been stolen. Moreover, the good itself,
hedged in by taboos and marked with the signs of ownership, is
completely charged by these with hau, spiritual power. It is this hau
that avenges the person suffering the theft, which takes possession of
the thief, casts a spell upon him, and leads him to death or obliges
him to make restitution. These facts are to be found in the book by
Hertz, which we shall be publishing, under the paragraphs relating to
hau.

30 In R.Hertz’s work are to be found the documents relating to the maori to
which we refer here. These maori are at the same time talismans, palladiums,
and sanctuaries in which dwells the spirit of the clan, hapu, its mana, and
the hau of its soil.

The documents of Elsdon Best concerning this point require comment
and discussion, in particular those that relate to the remarkable
expressions of hau whitia and of kai hau. The main passages are in
‘Spiritual Concepts’, Journal of the Polynesian Society 10:10 (Maori text);
and 9:198. We cannot deal with them as we should, but what follows is
our interpretation: ‘hau whitia, averted hau’, states Elsdon Best, and his
translation seems exact. For the sin of theft or that of nonpayment or
nonrendering of total counter-services is indeed a perverting of the
soul, of hau, such as in cases (where it is confused with theft) of the
refusal to enter into an exchange or give a present. On the contrary,
kai hau is badly translated when it is considered as the mere equivalent
of hau whitia. It does indeed designate ‘the act of eating the soul’ and is
certainly the synonym of whangai hau: cf. Tregear, Maori Comparative
Dictionary (MCD.), under the headings of kai and whangai; but this
equivalence is not a simple one. For the typical present is that of food,
kai, and the word refers to that system of food communion, and to the
wrong that persists by remaining unredressed. There is something more:
the word hau itself comes into the same order of ideas: Williams, Maori
Dictionary, p. 23, under the heading hau, states, ‘present given as a
form of thanks for a present received’.
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31 We draw attention also to the remarkable expression kai-hau-tai, Tregear,
MCD, p. 116: ‘to give a present of food offered by one tribe to another;
“festivity” (South Island)’. The expression means that this present and
the festivity returned are really the soul of the first ‘service’ returning to
its point of departure: ‘food that is the hau of the food’. In these institutions
and these ideas are intermingled all sorts of principles between which
our European vocabularies, on the contrary, take the greatest care to
distinguish.

32 Indeed the taonga seem to be endowed with individuality, even beyond
the hau that is conferred upon them through their relationship with their
owner. They bear names. According to the best enumeration (that of
Tregear, loc. cit., p. 360, under the heading pounamu, extracted from the
Colenso manuscripts), they specif ically include only the following
categories: the pounamu, the famous jades, the sacred property of the
chiefs and the clans, usually the tiki, very rare, very personal, and very
well carved; then there are various sorts of mats, one of which, doubtless
emblazoned as in Samoa, bears the name korowai. (This is the sole Maori
word that evokes for us the Samoan word oloa, the Maori equivalent of
which we have failed to discover.)

A Maori document gives the name of taonga to the karakia, the
individually named magic formulas that are considered to be personal
talismans capable of being passed on: JPS 9:126 (transl. p. 133).

33 Elsdon Best, ‘Forest Lore’, p. 449.
34 Here might be placed the study of the system of facts that the Maoris

class under the expressive term of ‘scorn of Tahu’. The main document
relating to this is to be found in Elsdon Best, ‘Maori Mythology’, in JPS
9:113. Tahu is the ‘emblematic’ name for food generally; it is its
personification. The expression Kaua e tokahi ia Tahu—‘do not scorn Tahu’
is used for a person who has refused the food that has been put before
him. But the study of these beliefs concerning food in Maori areas would
carry us far. Suffice it to say that this god, this hypostasis of food, is
identical with Rongo, the god of plants and peace. Thus we shall
understand better the association of ideas between hospitality, food,
communion, peace, exchange, and law.

35 See Elsdon Best, ‘Spiritual Concepts’, JPS 9:198.
36 See Hardeland, Dayak Wörterbuch, vol. 1, pp. 190, 397a, under the

headings indjok, irak, pahuni. The comparative study of these
institutions may be extended over the whole area of Malaysian,
Indonesian, and Polynesian civilization. The sole difficulty consists in
recognizing the institution. Let us give an example. It is under the



 

NOTES 117

heading of ‘forced trade’ that Spenser St John describes how, in the
State of Brunei (Borneo), the nobles exacted tribute from the Bisayas
by f irst making them gifts of cloth that were afterwards paid for at an
usurious rate over a number of years (Life in the Forests of the Far
East, vol. 2, p. 42). The error already arose among the civilized
Malaysians themselves, who exploited a custom of their less civilized
brothers, and no longer understood them. We shall not list all the
Indonesian facts of this kind (see elsewhere the review of the study
by M.Kruyt, Koopen in Midden Celebes).

37 To omit to invite someone to a war dance is a sin, a wrong that in the South
Island bears the name of puha. See H.T.de Croisilles, ‘Short Traditions of the
South Island’, JPS 10:76 (note: tahua, ‘gift of food’).

The ritual of Maori hospitality includes: an obligatory invitation that the
new arrival cannot refuse, but which he must not request either. He must
make his way to the house of his host (who differs according to his caste)
without looking about him. His host must have a meal prepared expressly
for him, and must be humbly present. Upon leaving, the stranger receives
a parting present (Tregear, Maori Race, p. 29). Cf. p. 1, the identical rites of
Hindu hospitality.

38 In reality the two rules blend inextricably together, as do the antithetical
and symmetrical services that they prescribe. A proverb expresses this
intermingling: Taylor (Te ika a maui, p. 132, proverb no. 60) translates it
roughly, ‘When raw it is seen, when cooked, it is taken’. ‘It is better to
eat half-cooked food than to wait until the strangers have arrived’, when
it is cooked and one has to share it with them.

39 Chief Hekemaru (mistake for Maru), according to the legend, refused
to accept ‘the food’ unless he had been seen and greeted by the village
to which he was a stranger. If his retinue had passed by unnoticed and
messengers had then been sent to request that he and his companions
should retrace their steps and share in the eating of food, he would
reply that ‘the food should not follow after his back’. By this he meant
that the food offered to ‘the sacred back of his head’ (namely, when he
had gone beyond the village) would be dangerous for those who gave it
to him. Hence the proverb, ‘the food will not follow Hekemaru’s back’
(Tregear, Maori Race, p. 79).

40 The Tuhoe tribe commented upon these principles of mythology and
law to Elsdon Best (‘Maori Mythology’, JPS 8:113). ‘When a famous
chief is to visit the locality, his mana precedes him.’ The people in the
area set out to hunt and f ish in order to procure good food. They
catch nothing: ‘it is because our mana who has gone ahead’ has made
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all the animals and f ish invisible; ‘our mana has banished them…’ etc.
(There follows an explanation of the ice and snow, of the Whai riri
[the sin against water], which keeps the food away from men). In
reality this somewhat obscure commentary describes the state of a
territory of a hapu of hunters whose members had not done what
was necessary in order to receive the chief of another clan. They
would have committed a ‘kaipapa, a sin against the food’, and thus
have destroyed their harvests, their game and f isheries, their own
food.

41 Examples: the Arunta, the Unmatjera, and the Kaitish (cf. Spencer and
Gillen, Northern Tribes of Central Australia, p. 610).

42 On the vasu see in particular the old treatise of Williams (1858) Fiji and the
Fijians, vol. 1, p. 34. See also Steinmetz, Entwicklung der Strafe, vol. 2, p. 241
ff. This right of the nephew on the mother’s side merely corresponds to
the family communism system. But it allows one to gain some idea of other
rights, for example, those of relations by marriage and what is generally
called ‘legal theft’.

43 See Bogoras, The Chukchee (Jesup North Pacific Expedition, Memorandum
of the American Museum of Natural History), vol. 7, New York. The
obligations to be carried out for receiving and reciprocating presents,
and for hospitality, are more marked among the Chukchee of the maritime
areas than among those living in reindeer country. Cf. Social Organization…,
pp. 634, 637, Cf. the rule for the sacrifice and the slaughter of reindeer.
Cf. Religion…, vol. 2, p. 375: the duty to invite, the right of the guest to
ask for whatever he wants, and the obligation laid upon him to give a
present.

44 The theme of the obligation to give is a profoundly Eskimo one. Cf. our
study of the ‘Variations saisonnières dans les sociétés eskimo’ Année
Sociologique 9:121. One of the recent collections of stories of Eskimos
published contains stories of this kind that preach generosity. Cf. Hawkes,
The Labrador Eskimos (Canadian Geological Survey, Anthropological Series),
p. 159.

45 We have (in ‘Variations saisonnières dans les sociétés eskimo’, Année
Sociologique 9:121) considered the festivities of the Alaskan Eskimos
as a combination of Eskimo elements and of borrowings made from
the Indian potlatch proper. But since writing about this, the potlatch,
as well as the custom of presents, has been identif ied as existing among
the Chukchee and the Koryak of Siberia, as we shall see. Consequently
the borrowing could just as well have been made from these as from
the American Indians. Moreover, we must take into account the f ine,
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and plaus ib le hypotheses of  Sauvageot (1924) ( Journal  des
Américanistes) relating to the Asiatic origin of the Eskimo languages.
These hypotheses are conf irmed by the very strong ideas of
archeologists and anthropologists about the origins of the Eskimos
and their civilization. Finally, everything demonstrates that the Eskimos
of the west, instead of being rather degenerate as compared with
those of the east and the centre, are closer, linguistically and
ethnologically, to the source. This seems now to have been proved by
Thalbitzer.

In these conditions one must be more definite and say that potlatch
exists among the eastern Eskimos and that it was established among
them a very long time ago. However, there remain the totems and
masks, which are somewhat peculiar to such festivals in the west, and
a certain number of which are of Indian origin. Finally, the explanation
is fairly unsatisfactory as accounting for the disappearance of the
Eskimo potlatch from the east and centre of the American Arctic,
unless it is explicable through the diminution in eastern Eskimo
societies.

46 Hall, Life with the Esquimaux, vol. 2, p. 320. It is extremely remarkable that
this expression has been given to us, not through observations made of
the Alaskan potlatch, but as relating to the Eskimos of the centre, who
only hold winter festivals for communistic activities and the exchange of
presents. This demonstrates that the idea goes beyond the bounds of the
institution of potlatch proper.

47 Nelson, ‘Eskimos about Behring Straits’, Seventeenth Annual Report, Bureau
of American Ethnology, p. 303 ff.

48 Porter, Alaskan Eleventh Census, pp. 138, 141; and, especially, Wrangell,
Statische Ergebnisse…, p. 132.

49 Nelson. Cf. ‘asking stick’ [sic] in Hawkes, The Inviting-in Feast of the
Alaskan Eskimos, Geological Survey: Memoir 45, Anthropological Series
2, p. 7.

50 Hawkes, loc. cit, pp. 3, 7, 9 gives a description of one of these
festivals, that of Unalaklit versus Malemiut. One of the most
characteristic features of this collection is the comic series of ‘total
services’ on the f irst day and the presents that they entail. The tribe
that succeeds in making the other one laugh can ask from it what it
likes. The best dancers receive valuable presents (pp. 12–14). It is a
very clear and extremely rare example of ritual representations (I
know of no other examples save in Australia and America) of a theme
which, on the contrary, is very frequent in mythology: that of the



 

120 NOTES

jealous spirit who, when he laughs, lets go of the thing that he is
holding.

The rite of the ‘Inviting-in festival’ ends, moreover, by a visit from
the angekok (shamane) to the inua, the spirit-men whose mask he wears,
and who indicate to him that they have enjoyed the dances and will
send him some game. Cf. the present made to the seals. Jennes (1922)
‘Life of the Copper Eskimos’, Report of the Canadian Arctic Expedition,
vol. 12, p. 178, n. 2.

The other themes of the law of gifts are also very well developed. For
example, the näsnuk chief has not the right to refuse any present, or dish
presented, however rare it may be, under pain of being disgraced for ever.
Hawkes, ibid, p. 9.

Hawkes is perfectly correct in considering (p. 19) that the festival
of the Dene (Anvik) described by Chapman (1907) (Congrès des
Américanisles de Québec, vol. 2) is a borrowing by the Indians from
the Eskimos.

51 See figure in Bogoras, The Chukchee, vol. 7 (2): 403.
52 Bogoras, ibid, pp. 399–401.
53 Jochelson, ‘The Koryak’, Jesup North Pacific Expedition, vol. 6, p. 64.
54 Ibid, p. 90.
55 See p. 38, ‘This for Thee’.
56 Bogoras, The Chukchee, p. 400.
57 On customs of this kind, see Frazer, Golden Bough, 8th edn, vol. 3, pp. 78–

85, 91 ff.; vol. 10, p. 169 ff; vol. 5, pp. 1, 161.
58 On the Tlingit potlatch, see, pp. 38 and 41. This characteristic is

basic to all the potlatches in the American Northwest. It is, however,
hardly apparent because the ritual is too totemlike for its effect
upon nature to be very marked, on top of its effect upon the spirits.
In the Behring Straits area, particularly in the potlatch between the
Chukchee and the Eskimos on St Lawrence Island, it is much more
apparent.

59 See Bogoras, Chuckchee Mythology, p. 14, line 2 ff. for a potlatch myth. A
dialogue is begun between two Shamans: ‘What will you answer?’ namely
‘give as return present’. This dialogue finishes in a wrestling match. Then
the two Shamans make a contract with each other. They exchange with
each other their magic knife and their magic necklace, and their spirit
(these attend upon magic), and finally their body (p. 15, line 2). But they
are not perfectly successful in making their flights and landings. This is
because they have forgotten to exchange their bracelets and their tassels,
‘my guide in motion’ (p. 16, line 10). In the end they succeed in performing
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their tricks. It can be seen that all these things have the same spiritual value
as the spirit itself, and are spirits.

60 See Jochelson, ‘Koryak Religion’, Jesup North Pacific Expedition, vol. 6, p.
30, A Kwakiutl chant of the dance of the spirits (the Shamanism of the
winter ceremonies) comments upon the theme:

 
You send us everything from the other world, O spirits, you
who take
away from men their senses.
You have heard that we were hungry, O spirits…
We shall receive much from you, etc…

 
See: Boas, Secret Societies and Social Organization of the Kwakiutl Indians,
p. 483.

61 Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, p. 224, ff. See also p. 37.
62 Koopen in midden Celebes, Mededelingen der Koninglijke Akademie van

Wetenschaapen, Afdeeling Letterkunde, 56; series B, no. 5, pp. 158, 159,
163–8.

63 Ibid, pp. 3, 5 of the extract.
64 Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacif ic, p. 511.
65 Ibid, pp. 72, 184.
66 P. 512 (those who are not the objects of obligatory exchange). See

Baloma (1917) ‘Spirits of the Dead’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute.

67 A Maori myth, that of Te Kanava. Grey, Polyn. Myth, p. 213, tells how the
spirits, the fairies, took on the shade of the pounamu (jades, etc.), alias
taonga, laid out in their honour. Wyatt Gill, Myths and Songs from the South
Pacifc, p. 257 recounts an exactly identical myth from Mangaia, which tells
the same story about necklaces made of discs of red mother-of-pearl, and
how they won favour with the beautiful Manapa.

68 P. 513. Malinowski (Argonauts of the Western Pacifc, p. 510 ff.) somewhat
exaggerates the novelty of these facts, which are exactly identical to those
of the Tlingit and Haïda potlatches.

69 ‘Het primitieve denken, voorn. in Pokkengebruiken’, Bijdr. tot de Taal-, Land-
en Volksdenken v. Nederl, Indië, vol. 71, pp. 245, 246.

70 Crawley, Mystic Rose, p. 386, has already launched a hypothesis of this kind
and Westermarck has taken up the question and is beginning to prove it.
See especially, History of Human Marriage, 2nd edn, vol. 1, p. 394 ff. But he
did not see clearly its purport through not having identified the system of
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total services and the more developed system of potlatch in which all the
exchanges, and particularly the exchange of women and marriage, are
only one of the parts. Concerning the fertility in marriage ensured by gifts
made to the two spouses, see Ch. 3, n. 112, p. 152.

71 Vâjasaneyisamhita. See Hubert and Mauss, ‘Essai sur le sacrifice’, Année
Sociologique 2:105.

72 Tremearne (1913) Haussa Superstitions and Customs, p. 55.
73 Tremearne (1915) The Ban of the Bori, p. 239.
74 Robertson Smith, Religion of the Semites, p. 283. ‘The poor are the guests

of God.’
75 The Betsimisaraka of Madagascar tell of two chiefs, one of whom gave

away everything that he possessed, while the other gave away nothing and
kept everything for himself. God gave good fortune to the one who was
generous, and ruined the miser (Grandidier, Ethnographie de Madagascar,
vol. 2, p. 67.

76 On notions concerning alms, generosity, and liberality, see the collection of
facts gathered by Westermarck, Origin and Development of Moral Ideas, vol.
1, chapter 23.

77 Concerning the value still attached at the present day to the magic of the
sadqâa, see below.

78 We have not been able to carry out the task of re-reading an entire
literature. There are questions that can only be posed after the research
is over. Yet we do not doubt that by reconstituting the systems made up
of unconnected facts given us by ethnographers, we would still find other
important vestiges of the potlatch in Polynesia. For example, the festivals
concerning the exhibiting of food, hakari, in Polynesia (see Tregear, Maori
Race, p. 113) consist of exactly the same displays, the same heaps of food
piled up one on another, the same distribution of food, as the hakarai,
the same festivals with identical names among the Koita Melanesians. See
Seligmann, The Melanesians, pp. 141–5, and passim. On the hakari, see
also Taylor, Te ika a Maoui, p. 13; Yeats (1835) An Account of New Zealand,
p. 139; Tregear, Maori Comparative Dictionary, under hakari. A myth in
Grey, Polyn. Myth, p. 213 (1855 edn), and p. 189 (Routledge’s popular
edn), which describes the hakari of Maru, the god of war, in which the
solemn designation of the recipients is absolutely identical to that in the
festivals of New Caledonia, Fiji, and New Guinea. Below is also a speech
constituting an uma taonga (taonga ‘oven’), for a hikairo (food distribution),
preserved in a song (given in Sir E.Grey (1835) Ko nga Moteata: Mythology
and Traditions in New Zealand, p. 132), in so far as I am able to translate it
(second verse):  
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Give me on this side my taonga,
Give me my taonga, so that I may heap them up,
That I may place them in a heap pointing towards land,
And in a heap pointing towards the sea,
Etc.…towards the east…
Give me my taonga.

 
The first verse doubtless refers to stone taonga. We can see just how much
the very notion of the taonga is inherent in the ritual of the festival of food.
See Percy Smith, ‘Wars of the Northern against the Southern Tribes’, JPS
8:156 (the hakari of Te Toko).

79 Even assuming that the institution is not found in present-day Polynesian
societies, it may well have existed in civilizations and societies that the
immigration by Polynesians has absorbed or replaced, and it may well also
be that the Polynesians had it before their migration. Indeed there is a
reason for its having disappeared from part of this area. It is because the
clans have definitively become hierarchized in almost all the islands and
have even been concentrated around a monarchy. Thus there is missing
one of the main conditions for the potlatch, namely the instability of a
hierarchy that rivalry between chiefs has precisely the aim of temporarily
stabilizing. Likewise, if we find more traces (perhaps of secondary origin)
among the Maori than in any other island, it is precisely because chieftainship
had been reconstituted there, and isolated clans had become rivals.

For the destruction of wealth on Melanesian or American lines in Samoa,
see Krämer, Samoa-Inseln, vol. 1, p. 375. (See Index, under ifoga.) The
Maori muru, the destructions of goods because of misdoing, may also be
studied from this viewpoint. In Madagascar, the relations between the
Lohateny, who should trade with one another, who may insult one another,
and wreak havoc among themselves, are likewise vestiges of the ancient
potlatches. See Grandidier, Ethnographie de Madagascar, vol. 2, p. 131 and
n.; pp. 132–3. See also p. 155.

2 THE EXTENSION OF THIS SYSTEM: LIBERALITY,
HONOUR, MONEY
*All these facts, like those that follow, are taken from fairly diverse
ethnographical areas the connections between which it is not our purpose
to study. From an ethnological viewpoint the existence of a Pacif ic
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civilization is unquestionable and partly explains many common features,
for example, between the Melanesian and the American potlatch, as also
the identity existing between the North Asian and the North American
potlatch. However, on the other hand, the beginnings of potlatch that
occurred among the Pygmies are very extraordinary. The traces of the
Indo-European potlatch, which we shall also discuss, are no less so. We
shall therefore refrain from taking into account all the fashionable
considerations concerning the migrations of institutions. In our case it is
too easy and too dangerous to speak of borrowing, and no less dangerous
to speak of autonomous invention. Moreover, all the maps that are drawn
up are no more than indications of our lack of knowledge or our present
ignorance. For the time being, it must suff ice for us to show the nature
and very widespread diffusion of what is a legal theme. Let others write
its history, if they can.

1 Die Stellung der Pygmäenvölker, 1910. We are not in agreement on this point
with Fr Schmidt. See Année Sociologique 12:65 ff.

2 Andaman Islanders, 1922, p. 83. ‘Although the objects were regarded
as presents they expected to receive something of equal value and
were annoyed if the present returned did not come up to their
expectations.’

3 Ibid, pp. 73, 81; see also p. 237. Brown then observes how unstable this
state of contractual activity is, how it leads to sudden questioning, whereas
often its aim is to prevent this.

4 P. 237.
5 P. 81.
6 The fact is indeed entirely comparable to the kalduke relationships of the

ngia-ngiampe, among the Narrinyerri, and to the Yutchin among the Dieri.
We reserve the right to return to these relationships.

7 P. 237.
8 Pp. 245–6. Brown puts forward an excellent sociological theory regarding

these displays of communality, of identity of feelings, and of the obligatory
and yet free character of their manifestations. Here there is another
problem, which is moreover a related one, to which we have already
drawn attention in ‘Expression obligatoire des sentiments’, Journal de
Psychologie, 1921.

9 See Chapter 1, p. 18; Ch. 1, n. 79, p. 97.
10 There might be a need to take up once more the question of money, as

regards Polynesia. See above, Chapter 1, n. 17, concerning the quotation
from Ella regarding the Samoan mats. The large axes, the pieces of jade,
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the tiki, the whale teeth—these are no doubt types of currency, as are also
a large number of shells and crystals.

11 See ‘La monnaie néo-calédonienne’, Revue d’Ethnographie, p. 328 (1922),
particularly regarding moneys circulating at the end of funeral rites, and
the principle, p. 322. See also ‘La fête du pilou en Nouvelle-Calédonie’,
Anthropologie, p. 226 ff.

12 Ibid, pp. 236–7; see also pp. 250, 251.
13 Ibid, p. 247; see also pp. 250–1.
14 ‘La fête du pilou…’, p. 263; ‘La monnaie…’, p. 332.
15 This formula seems to belong to Polynesian juridical symbolism. In the

Mangaia Islands peace was symbolized by a ‘well-covered house’ that brought
together the gods and the clans underneath a ‘well-woven roof’: Wyatt
Gill, Myths and Songs of the South Pacif ic, p. 294.

16 Fr Lambert (1900) in Moeurs des Sauvages néo-calédoniens, describes a
number of potlatches: one in 1856, p. 119; the series of funeral festivals,
pp. 234–5; a potlatch for a second burial, pp. 240–6. He has grasped
the fact that the humiliation and even the emigration of a defeated
chief was the sanction for a present and a potlatch that had not been
reciprocated, p. 53; and he has understood that ‘every present
demands in return another present’, p. 116; he uses the popular French
expression un retour (‘one back’), meaning a present reciprocated
according to the rules; the retours are displayed in the chief ’s hut, p.
125. Presents at visits are obligatory. They are a condition of marriage,
pp. 10, 93–4; they are irrevocable and ‘return presents are made
with interest’, in particular to the bengam, the f irst cousin of a
particular kind, p. 215. The trianda, the present dance (see p. 158), is
a remarkable case in which formalism, ritualism, and juridical
aestheticism are all mixed up together.

17 See ‘Kula’, Man, July 1920, no. 51, p. 90 ff.; Malinowski (1922) Argonauts of
the Western Pacif ic, London. All the references not otherwise indicated in
this section refer to this book.

18 However, Malinowski exaggerates, on pp. 513 and 515, the novelty of the
facts that he describes. First, the kula is in reality only an intertribal potlatch
of a fairly common kind in Melanesia, and to which belong the expeditions
described by Fr Lambert, and the great expeditions, such as the Olo-Olo
of the Fijians, etc. See Mauss (1920) ‘Extension du potlatch en Melanésie’,
(‘Procès-verbaux de l’I.F.A.’), Anthropologie. The meaning of the word
kula seems to me to be linked to that of other words of the same type,
for example, ulu-ulu. See Rivers, History of the Melanesian Society, vol. 1,
p. 160; vol. 2, pp. 415, 485. However, in certain aspects even the kula is
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less characteristic than the American potlatch: the islands are smaller,
the societies poorer and weaker than those of the coast of British
Columbia. Among these latter all the features of intertribal potlatches
are to be found. One even meets truly international potlatches, for
example, Haïda against Tlingit (Sitka was in fact a town common to both
of them, and the Nass River a place where they were constantly meeting);
Kwakiutl against Bellacoola and Heiltauq; Haïda against Tsimshian, etc.
This was moreover in the nature of things: the forms of exchange are
normally capable of being extended and are international. Doubtless,
there, as elsewhere, they have followed and pioneered commercial
relations between these tribes, who were equally rich, and equally
seafaring.

19 Malinowski favours the expression ‘kula ring’.
20 P. 97: ‘noblesse oblige’.
21 See p. 473 for the expressions of modesty: ‘the remnants of my food

today, take them; I bring them to you’, said whilst a precious necklace is
being handed over.

22 See pp. 95, 189, 193. It is in a purely didactic way, and in order to make it
understood by Europeans, that Malinowski (p. 187) places the kula among
the ‘ceremonial exchanges with payment’ (in return): the words ‘payment’
and ‘exchange’ are both European.

23 See ‘Primitive Economics of the Trobriand Islanders’, Economic Journal,
March, 1921.

24 The ritual of tanarere, the exhibition of the fruits of the expedition on the
Muwa beach, pp. 374–5, 391. Cf. Uvalaku of Dobu, p. 381 (20–21 April).
They decide who has been the most handsome, namely, the one who has
been most fortunate and the best trader.

25 Ritual of the wawoyla, pp. 353–4; magic of the wawoyla, pp. 360–3.
26 See above, n. 21.
27 P. 471. See the frontispiece and the photographs of plates 60 ff. See p. 61.
28 Exceptionally, we shall here point out that one can compare these moral

qualities with the fine paragraph in the Ethics of Nichomachus concerning
the and the

29 A Note of principle concerning the use of the notion of money: in
spite of the objections of Malinowski (1923) ‘Primitive currency’,
Economic Journal, we continue to employ this term. Malinowski has
previously protested against the abuse of the term (Argonauts, p. 499,
n. 2), and has criticized Seligmann’s nomenclature. He reserves the
notion of money for objects that not only serve as a means of
exchange, but also as a standard to measure value. Simiand has made
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objections of the same kind to me concerning the use of the notion
of value in societies of this kind. The two scholars are surely right,
from their own viewpoint: they understand the word ‘money’ and
the word ‘value’ in a restricted sense. On this reasoning there has
only been economic value where there has been money, and there
has only been money when precious things, themselves intrinsic forms
of wealth and signs of riches, have been really made into currency,
namely, have been inscribed and impersonalized, and detached from
any relationship with any legal entity, whether collective or individual,
other than the state that mints them. But the question posed in this
way concerns only the arbitrary limit that must be placed on the use
of the word. In my view, one only defines in this way a second type of
money—our own.

In every society that has preceded those in which gold, bronze, and
silver have been minted as money, there have been other things, stones,
shells, and precious metals in particular, that have been used and have
served as a means of exchange and payment. In a fair number of societies
around us today this self-same system functions in reality, and it is this one
we are describing.

It is true that these precious objects differ from what we are
accustomed to conceive of as instruments for discharging debts. First,
in addition to their economic nature and value, they have also a
somewhat magic nature and are above all talismans—life-givers, as Rivers
used to say, and as Perry and Jackson still do. They do indeed have
very general circulation within a society and even between societies.
But they are still attached to persons or clans (the first Roman currencies
were minted by the gentes), to the individuality of their former owners,
and to contracts drawn up between legal entities. Their value is still
subjective and personal. For example, the money consisting of threaded
shells in Melanesia is still measured in terms of the finger-span of the
giver. (See Rivers, History of the Melanesian Society, vol. 1, pp. 64, 71,
101, 160 ff. vol. 2, p. 527. Cf. the expression Schulterfaden in Thurnwald,
Forschungen, vol. 1, p. 189, v. 15; vol. 3, p. 41 ff. Hüftschnur, vol. 1, p.
263, line 6, etc. We shall see other important examples of these
institutions. It is still true that these values are unstable, and lack that
character of being a standard or measure. For example, their price
rises or falls with the number and size of the transactions in which they
have been used. Malinowski very neatly compares with the jewels in a
crown the vaygu’a of the Trobriand, which acquire prestige in the course
of their voyages. Likewise, the emblazoned copper objects of the
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American Northwest and the mats of Samoa increase in value at each
potlatch and in each exchange.

On the other hand, from two standpoints, these precious objects
have the same function as money in our societies and consequently
deserve at least to be placed in the same category. They have purchasing
power, and this power has a figure set on it. For such and such an
American copper object, a payment of so many blankets is due, to such
and such vaygu’a correspond so many baskets of yams. The idea of
number is present, even if that number is f ixed in a different way from
the authority of the state, and varies during the succession of kula and
potlatches. Moreover, this purchasing power does indeed discharge
debts. Even if it is recognized only between individuals, clans, and certain
tribes, or only between associates, it is none the less public, official,
and fixed. Brudo, Malinowski’s friend, and like him long a resident of
the Trobriand Islands, paid his pearl fishermen with vaygu’a as much as
he did with European money or goods whose value was fixed. The
passage from one system to another took place without a hitch, and
was therefore possible. Armstrong, speaking about the moneys used
on Rossel Island, close to the Trobriands, gives very clear indications of
this, and, if there be error, persists in the same error as ourselves. (See
‘A unique monetary system’, Economic Journal, 1924, which we saw in
proof.)

According to our view, for a long while humanity found its way
was diff icult. First, in the initial phase it found that certain things,
almost all magic and precious, were not destroyed by use, and to
these was given purchasing power (See Mauss (1914)) ‘Origines de
la notion de monnaie’, Anthropologie, in ‘Procès-verbaux de l’IFA’.
At that time we had only discovered the early origin of money.
Then, in a second phase, after having succeeded in putting these
objects into circulation, within the tribe and in a wide area outside
it, humanity found that these instruments of purchase could serve
as a means of setting a f igure on riches, and for putting these riches
into circulation. This is the stage that we are describing. It is beyond
this stage, in a fairly early era in Semitic societies, but doubtless
not a very ancient one elsewhere, that—in a third phase—there
was discovered the means of separating these precious objects from
groups and people,  in order to turn them into permanent
instruments for the measure of value, and even a universal measure,
although not a rational one—whilst waiting for something better
to come along.
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Thus there has been, in our opinion, a form of money that has preceded
our own. This is without taking into account forms that consisted of useful
objects; for example, in Africa and Asia, the sheets and ingots of copper,
iron, etc., and without taking into account cattle in our ancient societies
and in present-day African societies.

We apologise for having been obliged to take sides in these very far-
ranging questions. But they touch very closely upon our subject, and it was
necessary to be clear.

30 It seems that in the Trobriand Islands the women, like the princesses
in the American Northwest, together with a few other persons, serve
to some extent as a means of displaying the objects on show…
without taking into account the fact that they are ‘enchanted’ in
this way. See Thurnwald, Forsch. Salomo Inseln, vol. 1, pp. 138, 159,
192, v. 7.

31 See below, n. 41.
32 Cf. ‘Kula’, Man, 1920, p. 101. Malinowski tells us that he has not found

any mythical or other reasons for the direction this circulation takes.
It would be very important to discover them. For, if there was any
reason for the orientation of these objects, so that they tended to
return to their point of origin, following a path of mythical origin, the
fact would be miraculously identical to the Polynesian one, the Maori
hau.

33 Regarding this civilization and trade, see Seligmann, The Melanesians of British
New Guinea, Chapter 33 ff. See Année Sociologique 12:374; Argonauts, p. 96.

34 The people of Dobu are ‘hard on the kula’ (Argonauts, p. 96).
35 Ibid.
36 Pp. 492, 502.
37 The ‘remote partner’ (muri muri, cf. muri, Seligmann, Melanesians, pp. 505,

752) is known at least by one section of the series of partners, like our
modern banking correspondents.

38 See on pp. 89 and 90 the judicious observations of a general nature
concerning ceremonial objects.

39 P. 504, names of pairs, pp. 89, 271. See the myth, p. 233: the way in which
one hears a soulava spoken of.

40 P. 512.
41 P. 513.
42 P. 340; commentary, p. 341.
43 For the use of the horn-shaped shell, see pp. 340, 387, 471. Cf. Plate 61.

This shell is the instrument that is sounded at every transaction, at every
solemn moment during the common meal, etc. For the extension, if not
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the history, of the use of the shell, see Jackson (1921) Pearls and Shells
( Series).

The use of trumpets and drums, as well as during festivals and
contract ceremonies, is met with in a very large number of negro
societies (Guinean and Bantu), Asian, American, and Indo-European
etc. It is linked to the theme of law and the economy that we are
studying here, and deserves a separate study in itself, and also for its
history.

44 P. 340. Mwanita, mwanita. Cf. the text in kiriwina of the first two lines (the
second and third, according to our reckoning), p. 448. This word is the
name for long worms with black rings, with which are identified the
necklaces made of discs of the spondylus, p. 341. There follows an evocation
that is also an invocation:

 
Come there together. I shall make you come there together.
Come here together, I shall make you come here together. The
rainbow appears there. I shall make the rainbow appear there.
The rainbow appears here. I shall make the rainbow appear here.

 
Malinowski, according to the natives, considers the rainbow as a mere
portent. But it may also designate the many variegated reflections given
off by mother-of-pearl. The expression, ‘Come here together’, refers to
the objects of value that will be brought together in the contract. The play
on words between ‘here’ and ‘there’ is represented very simply by the
sounds ‘m’ and ‘w’, which are a species of word-formers. They are very
frequent in magic.

Then comes the second part of the exordium: ‘I am the sole man, the
sole chief, etc.’ But this is only of interest from other viewpoints, in particular
that of the potlatch.

45 The word that is translated like this (see p. 449) is mwnumwaynise, a double
duplication of mwana or mwayna, which expresses ‘itching’ or ‘state of
excitement’.

46 I have presumed that there must be a line of this kind because Malinowski
states categorically (p. 340) that this key word of the spell designates the
state of mind that has possessed the partner, and which will make him give
generous gifts.

47 The taboo was generally imposed because of the kula and the s’oi, funeral
festivals, in order to gather together the food and palm nuts that were
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necessary, as well as precious objects. See pp. 347, 350. The spell extends
to the food.

48 Various names for necklaces. We do not analyse them in this study.
These names are composites of bagi, necklace (p. 351), and various
words. There are other special names for necklaces that are enchanted
in the same way.

As this formula is one of the kula of Sinaketa, where necklaces are
sought after and bracelets are neglected, only necklaces are mentioned.
The same formula is used in the kula of Kiriwina. But then, since it is
bracelets that are sought after, it would be the names of different kinds
of bracelets that are mentioned, with the rest of the formula remaining
the same.

The conclusion of the formula is also interesting, but again, only from
the viewpoint of the potlatch:

 
I am ‘going kula’ (to do my trading), I am going to deceive my
kula (my partner). I am going to rob my kula, I am going to
pillage my kula, I am going kula until my boat sinks…My fame is a
clap of thunder. My tread, an earthquake.

 
The concluding line is strangely American in its outward form. There are
analogous ones in the Solomon Islands. See Ch. 2, n. 257, p. 136.

49 P. 344; commentary, p. 345. The end of the formula is the same as that we
have just quoted: ‘I am “going kula”, etc.’

50 P. 343. See p. 449, which gives the text of the first line with a grammatical
commentary.

51 P. 348. This couplet comes after a series of lines (p. 347): ‘Your fury, O
man of Dobu, abates (as does the sea).’ There then follows the same
series with ‘Woman of Dobu’ (see p. 27). The women of Dobu are taboo,
whereas those of Kiriwina prostitute themselves to visitors. The second
part of the incantation is of the same kind.

52 Pp. 348, 349.
53 P. 356. Perhaps there is here an orientation myth.
54 Here one might use the term normally employed by Lévy-Bruhl:

‘participation’. But the term has in fact its origin in confusion and muddle,
and especially in legal identifications and communal procedures of the kind
that we have now to describe.

Here we are dealing with the principle and it is unnecessary to go into
the consequences.
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55 P. 345 ff.
56 P. 98.
57 Perhaps there is also in this word an allusion to the ancient money that

consisted of wild boar tusks.
58 Use of lebu, p. 318. See ‘Myth’, p. 313.
59 Violent denunciation (injuria), p. 357 (see numerous songs of this kind in

Thurnwald, Forsch. vol. 1).
60 P. 359. It is said of a famous vaygu’a: ‘Many men have died for him.’ It

seems, at least in one case, that of Dobu (p. 356), that the yotile is
always a mwali, a bracelet, the feminine principle in a transaction: ‘We
do not kwaypolu or pokala them, they are women.’ But in Dobu only
bracelets are sought after and it may be that the phenomenon has no
other meaning.

61 It appears that here several varied systems of transactions are mixed up
together. The basi may be a necklace (see p. 98), or a bracelet of less
value. But one can also give in basi other objects that are not strictly kula:
spoons for lime (for the betel nut), crude necklaces, large polished axes
(beku) (pp. 358, 481), which are also kinds of money, come into the process
here.

62 Pp. 157, 359.
63 Malinowski’s book, like that of Thurnwald, shows the superior observation

of a true sociologist. Moreover, it was the observations of Thurnwald
concerning the mamoko (vol. 3, p. 40), the Trostgabe, made to Buin that
put us on the track of some of these facts.

64 P. 211.
65 P. 189. See Plate 37. See p. 100, ‘secondary trade’.
66 See p. 93.
67 It seems that these gifts carry the generic name ‘wawoyla’ (pp. 353–4; see

pp. 360–1). See Woyla, ‘kula courting’, p. 439, in a magic formula in which
in fact are enumerated all the objects that the future partner can possess,
and on whose ‘ebullition’ the donor must decide. Among these objects is
in fact the series of presents that follows.

68 This is the most general term: ‘presentation goods’ (pp. 205, 350,
439). The word vata’i is the one that designates the same presents
made by the people of Dobu. See p. 391. These ‘arrival gifts’ are
enumerated in the formula: ‘my lime pot is boiling; my spoon is boiling,
my little basket is boiling, etc.’ (The same theme and the same
expressions. See p. 200.)

Besides these generic names, there are special names for various
presents in various circumstances. The offerings of food that the



 

NOTES 133

Sinaketa people bring to Dobu (and not vice versa) bear the simple
name of pokala, which corresponds fairly well to ‘wages’, ‘offering’,
etc. Also termed pokala are the gugu’a, ‘personal belongings’ (p. 501;
see also pp. 270, 313), which the individual deprives himself of in
order to attempt to attract (pokapokala, p. 360) his future partner
(see p. 369). In these societies there is a very strong sense of the
difference existing between objects for personal use and those that
are ‘properties’, durable things in the family and the circulation of
goods.

69 E.g. p. 313, buna.
70 E.g. the kaributu (pp. 344, 358).
71 They say to Malinowski: ‘My partner is the same thing as my fellow

tribesman (kakaveyogu). He might fight against me. My true relative
(veyogu), the same thing as an umbilical cord, would always be on my
side’ (p. 276).

72 This is what expresses the magic of the kula, the mwasila. See pp. 74–5.
73 The chiefs of the expedition and the chiefs of the boats have, in effect,

precedence.
74 An amusing myth, that of the Kasabwaybwayreta (p. 342), brings together

all these reasons. One learns how the hero obtains the famous necklace,
Gumakarakedakeda, and how he outdistanced all his fellows in the kula.
See also the myth of Takasikuna (p. 307).

75 P. 390. At Dobu, see pp. 362, 365.
76 At Sinaketa, not Dobu.
77 On trading in stone axes, see Seligmann, Melanesians, pp. 350, 353. The

korotumna (Argonauts, pp. 358, 365) are normally decorated spoons of
whalebone, decorated ladles that also serve as basi. There are still other
intermediary gifts.

78 Doga, dogina.
79 Pp. 486–91. On the extension of these customs to all the civilizations

designated as those of North Massim, see Seligmann, Melanesians, p.
584. There is a description of the walaga pp. 594, 603; see Argonauts, pp.
486–7).

80 P. 479.
81 P. 472.
82 The making and the gift of the mwali by brothers-in-law bears the name of

youlo (pp. 280, 503).
83 P. 171 ff.; see also p. 98 ff.
84 For example, in the construction of boats, the collecting of items of pottery,

or the provision of food.
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85 The whole of tribal life is nothing more than a constant ‘giving and
receiving’; every ceremony, every legal or customary act is carried out
only with a material gift and a gift in return accompanying them. Wealth
given and received is one of the principal instruments of social organization,
of the chiefs power, of the bonds of kinship through blood or marriage,
(p. 167)

See pp. 175–6 and passim (see index: Give and Take).
86 It is often identical to that of the kula, with the partners often being

the same (p. 193); for the description of the wasi, see pp. 187–8 and
Plate 36.

87 The obligation still holds good today, in spite of the disadvantages and
losses that the pearl fishermen suffer, obliged to carry on fishing and to
lose considerable sums in wages to fulfil a purely social obligation.

88 See Plates 32, 33.
89 The word sagali means ‘distribution’ (as does the Polynesian word hakari),

p. 491. The description is on pp. 147–50, 170, 182–3.
90 See p. 491.
91 This is especially evident in the case of funeral festivals. See Seligmann,

Melanesians, pp. 594–603.
92 P. 175.
93 P. 323. Another term is kwaypolu (p. 356).
94 Pp. 354, 378–9.
95 Pp. 163, 373. The vakapula has subdivisions with special titles. For

example, vewoulo (initial gift) and yomelu (final gift). (This proves the
identity with the kula. Cf. the relationship yotile vaga.) A certain number
of these payments have special names: karibudaboda designates the
remuneration given to those who work on the boats and, in general, to
those who work, for example, in the fields, and particularly for the
final payments for crops (urigubu, in the case of annual services in
gathering crops by a brother-in-law, pp. 63–5, 181) and for f inishing off
the making of necklaces (pp. 183, 394). It also bears the name of sousala
when it is a large enough payment (making of discs of Kaloma, pp. 183,
373). Youlu is the name of the payment for making a bracelet. Puwaya is
that of the food given as encouragement to the team of woodcutters.
See the pretty song on p. 129;

 
The pig, the coconut (drink) and the yams
Are finished, and we are still dragging very heavy things
along.  
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96 The two words vakapula and mapula are different moods of the verb
pula, vaka being evidently the formative part of the causative. Concerning
mapula, see pp. 178 ff., 182 ff. Malinowski often translates it by ‘payment’.
It is generally compared to a ‘plaster’, for it assuages the difficulty and
fatigue arising from the service rendered, compensates for the loss of
the object or secret given, and of the title and privilege that has been
given away.

97 P. 179. The name of the ‘gifts for sexual reasons’ is also buwana and
sebuwana.

98 See preceding notes: likewise Kabigidoya (p. 164) designates the
ceremony of the presentation of a new boat, the people that made it,
and the action they carry out (‘to break the head of the new boat,
etc.’)…and the gifts that, moreover, are returned with interest. Other
words designate the location of the boat (p. 186); welcoming gifts (p.
232), etc.

99 Buna, gifts of ‘big cowrie shell’ (p. 317).
100 Youlo, vaygu’a given as reward for work on a crop (p. 280).
101 Pp. 186, 426, etc. designate evidently every usurious counter-service. For

there is another name, ula-ula, for simple purchases by magic formulas
(sousala when the prizes-cum-presents are very considerable—p. 183).
Ula’ula is also said when the presents are offered to the dead as much as to
the living (p. 183), etc., etc.

102 Brewster (1922) Hill Tribes of Fiji, pp. 91–2.
103 Ibid, p. 191.
104 Ibid, p. 23. One recognizes the word taboo, tambu.
105 Ibid, p. 24.
106 Ibid, p. 26.
107 Seligmann, Melanesians (Glossary, p. 754; and pp. 77, 93, 94, 109, 204).
108 See the description of the doa, ibid, pp. 71, 89, 91, etc.
109 Ibid, pp. 95, 146.
110 Kinds of money are not the only things in this system of gifts that these

tribes of the Gulf of New Guinea call by a name identical to the Polynesian
word and bearing the same meaning. We have already pointed out on
Ch. 1, n. 78, p. 96, n. 65, the identical nature of the New Zealand hakari
and the hekarai, festival exhibitions of food that Seligmann has described
for us in New Guinea (Motu and Koita). (Cf. Melanesians, pp. 144–5,
Plates 16–18).

111 See Ch. 1, n. 10, p. 88. It is remarkable that the word tun, in the Motu
dialect (Banks Islands)—evidently identical to taonga—has the meaning of to
buy (especially a woman). Codrington, in the myth of Qat buying the night
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(Melanesian Languages, pp. 307–8, n. 9) translates it: ‘to buy at a great
price’. In reality it is a purchase made according to the rules of potlatch,
well attested to in this part of Melanesia.

112 See documents cited in Année sociologique, 12:372.
113 See especially Forsch., vol. 3, pp. 38–41.
114 Zeitschrift fur Ethnologic, 1922.
115 Forsch., vol. 3, Plate 2, n. 3.
116 In Primitive New Guinea, 1924, p. 294.
117 Holmes in fact describes fairly inadequately the system of intermediary

gifts.
118 See the study cited on in Ch. 1, n. 62, p. 95. The uncertain meaning

of the words that we translate inadequately as ‘to sell’ and ‘to buy’ is
not peculiar to Pacif ic societies. We shall come back later (Ch. 3, n.
106, p. 151,) to this subject, but already we would remind readers
that even in our everyday language the word ‘sale’ can mean both
sale and purchase, and that in Chinese there is only a tonal difference
between the monosyllables that designate both the acts of selling and
buying.

119 Since the eighteenth century, with the Russians, and since the beginning of
the nineteenth century, with French Canadian trappers.

120 See, however, the sales of slaves: Swanton, ‘Haïda Texts and Myths’, Bur.
Am. Ethn. Bull. 29:410.

121 A summary bibliography of the theoretical works dealing with this potlatch
is given on Intro., n. 6, p. 85; Intro, n. 13, p. 86.

122 This summary outline is presented without justification, but it is necessary.
We warn that it is incomplete even as to the number and names of the
tribes, and to their institutions.

We leave out a large number of tribes, principally the following:
[1] Nootka (Wakash or Kwakiutl group), and the Bella Kula, who
are neighbours; [2] the Salish tribes of the south coast. Moreover,
research into the extension of the potlatch should be directed
farther south, as far as California. There (and this is remarkable
from other perspectives), the institution seems widespread in
societies belonging to the so-called Penutia and Hoka groups. See,
for example, Powers, ‘Tribes of California’, Contributions to North
American Ethnology 3:153 (Porno), 238 (Wintun), 303, 311 (Maidu);
for other tribes see pp. 247, 325, 332, 333; for general remarks
see p. 411.

Finally, the institutions and the arts we describe in a few words
are inf initely complicated, and certain ones that are omitted are no
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less curious than those that are present. For example, pottery is
unknown there, as it is in the lowest layer of the civilization of the
South Pacif ic.

123 The sources that allow us to study these societies are considerable.
They are remarkably reliable, being abundantly philological in
content, and made up of texts that have been transcribed and
translated. See summary bibliography in Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, pp. 21,
171, 215. To this should be principally added: F.Boas and G.Hunt
(1921) ‘Ethnology of the Kwakiutl’ (henceforth Ethn. Kwa.), 35th
Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology, F.Boas (1916)
‘Tsimshian Mythology’, 31st Annual Report of the Bureau of American
Ethnology, published 1923, henceforth, Tsim. Myth.). However, all
these sources have one disadvantage: either the earlier ones are
defective, or the new ones, despite their detail and depth, are not
complete enough for our present concern. The attention of Boas
and his companions on the Jesup Expedition was focused on the
material aspects of civilization, on linguistics and mythological
literature. Even the studies by the earlier professional ethnographers
such as Krause and Jacobsen, or the more recent ones by Sapir, Hill
Tout, etc. follow along the same lines. The juridical and economic
analysis, as well as the demography, either remains to be carried
out or at least to be supplemented. (However, the social morphology
is commented upon in the various censuses of Alaska and British
Columbia). Barbeau promises us a complete monograph on the
Tsimshian. We await that indispensable information and we would
like to see his example imitated very shortly, before time runs out.
On numerous points concerning the economy and law, the old
documents are the best: those of Russian travellers, those of Krause
(Tlinkit Indianer) and Dawson (on the Haïda, the Kwakiutl, the
Bellakoula, etc.), most of which have appeared in the Bulletin of the
Geological Survey of Canada or in the Proceedings of the Royal
Society of Canada; those of Swan (1870) (Nootka), ‘Indians of Cape
Flattery’, Smiths. Contrib. to Knowledge; those of Mayne (1862) Four
years in British Columbia, London. The dates of these works impart
def initive authority to them.

In the nomenclature of these tribes, a difficulty arises. The Kwakiutl
form a tribe and also give their name to several other tribes that,
confederated with them, form a real nation under that name. Each time
we shall try to make it clear to which Kwakiutl tribe we are referring.
When no further details are given, the reference will be to the Kwakiutl
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proper. The word Kwakiutl, moreover, merely means rich, ‘the smoke of
the world’, and itself points out the importance of the economic facts we
are about to describe. We shall not reproduce here all the spelling details
of these languages.

124 On the blankets of Chilkat, see Emmons, ‘The Chilkat Blanket’, Mem. of
the Amer. Mus. of Nat. History, vol. 3.

125 See Rivet, in Meillet and Cohen, Langues du Monde, p. 616 ff. It was Sapir
(1915), ‘Na-Déné Languages’, American Anthropologist, who definitively
reduced the Tlingit and Haïda languages to branches from an Athapascan
root.

126 On such payments for the acquisition of ranks, see Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, pp.
300–5. For Melanesia, see examples in Codrington, Melanesians, p. 106 ff.;
Rivers, History of the Melanesian Society, vol. 1, p. 70 ff.

127 This word ‘ascension’ must be taken both literally and f iguratively.
Just as the ritual of the va�japeya (post-Vedic) contains a ritual of
the ascension of a ladder, so the Melanesian ritual consists in having
the young chief mount a platform. The Snahnaimuq and the Shushwap
of the Northwest also have a stand from which a chief distributes
his potlatch. Boas (1891) ‘Fifth Report on the Tribes of North-
Western Canada’, British Association for the Advancement of Science,
p. 39; (1894) ‘Ninth Report’, Br. Ass., p. 459. The other tribes are
only familiar with the platform on which sit the chiefs and the higher
brotherhoods.

128 It is in this way that the older authors—Mayne, Dawson, Krause, etc.—
describe its mechanism. See especially Krause, Tlinkit Indianer, p. 187 ff.,
which is a collection of documents of older authors.

129 If the hypothesis of the linguists is exact and if the Tlingit and the Haïda
are merely Athapascans who have adopted the civilization of the
Northwest (a hypothesis that is not far from that of Boas), the primitive
character of the Tlingit and Haïda potlatch would be self-explanatory.
It is also possible that the violence of the potlatch in the American
Northwest arises from the fact that this civilization is at the meeting
point of two groups of families of peoples who both enjoyed this
civilization, with one form of civilization coming from southern California
and the other from Asia.

130 Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, p. 247 ff.
131 Boas (1898) has written nothing better on the potlatch than the

following pages drawn from the ‘Twelfth Report on the North-
Western Tribes of Canada’, Br. Ass. pp. 54–5 (cf. Boas (1891) ‘Fifth
Report’, p. 38):  
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The economic system of the Indians of the British colony is largely
based on credit, as much as that of civilized peoples. In all his
undertakings the Indian trusts to the aid of his friends. He promises
to pay them for this assistance at a later date. If the aid provided
consists of valuable things, which are measured by the Indians in
blankets, just as we measure them in money, he promises to pay back
the value of the loan with interest. The Indian has no system of writing
and consequently, to guarantee the transaction, the promise is made
in public. To contract debts on the one hand, to pay them on the
other, this constitutes the potlatch. This economic system is developed
to such an extent that the capital possessed by all the individuals
associated with the tribe far exceeds the quantity of available valuables
that exists; in other words, the conditions are entirely analogous to
that prevailing in our own society: if we desired to pay off all our
debts, we would find that there was not nearly enough money, in
fact, to settle them. The result of an attempt by all creditors to seek
reimbursement of their loans is a disastrous panic that the community
takes a long time to recover from.

One must indeed understand that an Indian who invites all his friends
and neighbours to a great potlatch, which apparently squanders all the
profits accumulated over long years of work, has two things in view
that we can only acknowledge to be wise and praiseworthy. His first
purpose is to pay off his debts. This is done publicly with much ceremony,
and is like a notarial act. His second purpose is to place the fruits of his
labour so that he draws the greatest benefit from them for himself as
well as for his children. Those who receive presents at this festival,
receive them as loans that they use in ongoing enterprises, but after a
few years they must be given back with interest to the donor or his
heir. Thus the potlatch ends up by being considered by the Indians as a
means of ensuring the wellbeing of their children, if they are left as

orphans when they are young.

 
By correcting the terms ‘debt’, ‘payment’, ‘reimbursement’, ‘loan’, and
replacing them with such terms as ‘presents given’ and ‘presents returned’,
terms that Boas moreover ends up by using himself, we have a fairly exact
idea of how the notion of credit functions in the potlatch.

On the notion of honour, see Boas, ‘Seventh Report on the North-
Western Tribes’, p. 57.

132 A Tlingit expression: Swanton, Tlingit Indians, p. 421.
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133 We have failed to notice that the notion of ‘term’ [of a debt] was not
only as ancient, but as simple, or, if you wish, as complex as the notion
of cash.

134 Cuq (1910) ‘Etude sur les contrats de l’époque de la première dynastie
babylonienne’, Nouv. Rev. Hist. du Droit, p. 477.

135 Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, p. 207.
136 Distribution of all the property: Kwakiutl, see Boas (1895) ‘Secret Societies

and Social Organization of the Kwakiutl Indians’, Rep. Amer. Nat. Mus.
(henceforth, Sec. Soc.), p. 469. In the case of the initiation of a novice, ibid,
p. 551, Koskimo, Shushwap: redistribution, Boas (1890) ‘Seventh Report’,
p. 91. Swanton, ‘Tlingit Indians’, 21st Annual Report, Bur. of Am. Ethn.
(henceforth, Tlingit), p. 442 (in a speech): ‘He has spent everything in
order to put him (his nephew) on display.’ Redistribution of everything
that has been won by gambling: see Swanton, ‘Texts and Myths of the
Tlingit Indians’, Bulletin no. 39 of Bur. of Am. Ethn. (henceforth Tlingit T.M.)
p. 139.

137 On the war of property, see the song of Maa, Sec. Soc., pp. 577, 602: ‘We
fight against property.’ The opposition, the war of wealth, the war of blood,
is to be found in the speeches made at the same potlatch of 1895 at Fort
Rupert. See Boas and Hunt, Kwakiutl Texts, first series; Jesup Expedition,
vol. 3 (henceforth, Kwa., vol. 3), pp. 482, 485; see also Sec. Soc, pp. 668,
673.

138 See especially the myth of Haïyas (Haïda Texts, Jesup 6 (83), Masset) who
has lost face in a gambling game and dies in mortification. His sisters and
his nephews go into mourning, give a ‘revenge’ potlatch, and he comes to
life again.

139 On this subject it would be necessary to study gambling, which even in
French society is not considered to be a contract, but a situation in which
honour is committed and where goods are handed over that, after all,
one could refuse to hand over. Gambling is a form of potlatch, and of the
gift system. Its extension, even as far as the American Northwest, is
remarkable. Although the Kwakiutl knew of it (see Ethn. Kwa., p. 1394,
under the heading ebayu, dice (?), under the heading lepa, p. 1435, and
compare lep, p. 1448, ‘Second potlatch, dance’; see p. 1423, under the
heading maqwacte), it does not appear to play a role among them
comparable to that among the Haïda, Tlingit, and Tsimshian. The latter
are hardened, incessant gamblers. See the descriptions of the game of
‘tip and run’ among the Haïda: Swanton, Haïda (Jesup Exp., vol. 1), pp.
58 ff.; 141 ff., for the faces and the names; the same game exists among
the Tlingit; a description with the names of the sticks: Swanton, Tlingit, p.
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443. The naq, the ordinary tlingit, the piece that wins, is equivalent to the
Haïda djil.

Stories are full of legends about games, of chiefs that have lost
everything through gambling. One Tsimshian chief has even lost his
children and his parents: Tsim. Myth., pp. 101, 207, cf. Boas, ibid, p.
409. A Haïda legend tells the story of an all-out game of the Tsimshians
against the Haïda. See Haïda T.M., p. 322. Cf. the same legend: the
games against Tlingit, ibid, p. 94. One can f ind a list of themes of this
kind in Boas, Tsim. Myth., pp. 843, 847. Etiquette and morality decree
that the winner should leave the loser, his wife, and his children free.
See Tlingit T.M., p. 137. There is no need to point out the connection
between this feature and the Asiatic legends.

Moreover, there are irrefutable Asiatic inf luences here. On the
spread of Asiatic games of chance to America, see the f ine study by
E.R.Tylor (1896), ‘On American Lot-Games as Evidence of Asiatic
Intercourse’ (Bastian, Festschrift), in Supplement to Int. Arch.J.Ethn,
p. 55 ff.

140 Davy has expounded the theme of the challenge, and rivalry. To this
must be added that of the wager. See, for example, Boas, Indianische
Sagen, pp. 203–6. There are wagers concerning food, wrestling, and
‘ascension’, etc. in the legends. See ibid, p. 363 for a list of themes.
The wager is still nowadays a remnant of these rights and this morality.
It commits only one’s honour and credit, yet causes wealth to
circulate.

141 On the potlatch of destruction, see Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, p. 224. To his
account must be added the following remarks. To give is already to
destroy (see Sec. Soc., p. 334). A certain number of rituals of giving
entail acts of destruction, for example, the ritual of the reimbursement
of the dowry, or, as Boas calls it, ‘repayment of the marriage debt’,
includes a formality termed ‘sinking the boat’ (see Sec. Soc. pp. 518,
520). But this ceremony is f igurative. However, the visits to the Haïda
or Tsimshian potlatch carry with them the real destruction of the
boats of the arriving tribe. With the Tsimshian they are destroyed
upon arrival, after help has been carefully given in unloading all they
contain, and f iner boats are handed over on departure (see Boas,
Tsim. Myth., p. 318).

But the act of destruction proper seems to constitute a higher
form of extravagance. It is called ‘killing property’ among the
Tsimshian and the Tlingit (see Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 344; Swanton,
Tlingit, p. 442). In reality this term is even applied to the distribution
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of blankets: ‘so many blankets were destroyed for appearances sake’,
Tlingit, ibid.

In this practice of destruction at the potlatch two other motives
come into play: [1] the theme of war: the potlatch is a war. Among
the Tlingit it bears the name of ‘War Dance’ (Swanton, Tlingit, pp.
436, 458). In the same way as in a war one can take possession of the
masks, the names, and the privileges of their owners who have been
killed, so in a war between properties, property is killed—either one’s
own, so that others cannot have it, or that of others, by giving them
goods that they will be obliged to reciprocate, or will not be able to
do so. [2] The second theme is that of sacrif ice (see p. 15). If one kills
property, it is because it has life (see p. 44). A herald says: ‘May our
property remain alive through the efforts of our chief, let our copper
object not be broken’ (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1285, line 1). Perhaps even the
meanings of the word yäq, ‘to be laid out dead, to distribute a potlatch’
are explicable in this way (see Kwa., vol. 3, p. 59, line 3, and Index,
Ethn. Kwa.).

However, in principle, as in normal sacrifice, it is a matter of passing
on the things destroyed to the spirits, namely, to the ancestors of the
clan. This theme is naturally more developed among the Tlingit
(Swanton, Tlingit, pp. 443, 462), where the ancestors are not only
present at the potlatch and benefit from the destructions, but even
prof it from the presents that are given their living homonyms.
Destruction by f ire seems to be a characteristic of this theme. Among
the Tlingit see the very interesting myth in Tlingit T.M, p. 82.; Haïda
sacrif ice in the f ire (Skidegate), Swanton, ‘Haïda Texts and Myths’,
Bull. Bur. Amer. Ethn. (29) (henceforth Haïda T.M.), pp. 28, 36, 91.
The theme is less prominent among the Kwakiutl, who, however, have
a god called, ‘Seated on the f ire’, and to whom, for example, the
clothing of a sick child is sacrif iced in order to pay off the divinity
(see Ethn. Kwa., pp. 705, 706).

142 Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 353, etc.
143 See below, n. 209, concerning the word p!Es (sic).
144 It seems that even the words ‘exchange’ and ‘sale’ are foreign to the Kwakiutl

language. I can only find the word ‘sale’ in the various glossaries of Boas
dealing with the putting up for sale of a copper object. But this putting up
for auction is nothing like a sale. It is a kind of wager, a struggle in generosity.
As for the word ‘exchange’, I can only find it under the form L’ay: but in
the text to which it refers (in Kwa., vol. 3, p. 77, line 41), it is used in
relation to a change of name.
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145 See the expression, ‘avid for food’, Ethn. Kwa., p. 1462, ‘Desirous of
making his fortune quickly’; ibid, p. 1394; see the fine imprecation against
the ‘little chiefs’: ‘The little men who deliberate; the little men who
work;…who are conquered;…who promise to give boats;… who accept
the property given;…who seek after property;…who work only for
property’ (the word that translates as property is maneq, ‘to pay back
a favour’, ibid, p. 1403, ‘the traitors’, ibid, p. 1287, lines 15–18. See
also another speech where, it is said of the chief who has given potlatch
and of those people who receive and never give in return: ‘He gave
them to eat, he caused them to come…he took them on his own back’,
ibid, p. 1293; see also p. 1291, and another imprecation against the
‘little men’, ibid, p. 1381.

It must not be thought that a morality of this kind is contrary to the
economic system or corresponds to a communistic kind of laziness. The
Tsimshian blame avarice and tell how their main hero, Crow (the creator),
was dismissed by his father because he was miserly: Tsim. Myth., pp. 61,
444. The same myth exists among the Tlingit. The latter also blame the
laziness and the begging nature of their guests and tell how Crow and
those who go from town to town cadging invitations were punished: Tlingit
T.M., pp. 260, 217.

146 ‘Injuria: Mélanges Appleton’; ‘Magie et droit individuel’, Année Sociologique
10:28.

147 Among the Tlingit one pays for the honour of dancing: Tlingit T.M., p.
141. There is payment of the chief who composed the dance. Among
the Tsimshian: ‘Everything is done for honour…Above everything is
wealth and the display of vanity’, Boas (1889) ‘Fifth Report’, p. 19.
Duncan, in Mayne, Four years, p. 265, had already said: ‘for the sheer
vanity of the thing’. Moreover, a large number of the rituals, not only
that of the ‘ascension’, etc., but even those that, for example, consist
of ‘lifting the copper object’ (Kwakiutl), (Kwa., vol. 3, p. 409, line
26), ‘lifting the spear’ (Tlingit) (Tlingit T.M. p. 117), ‘lifting the post of
the potlatch’, whether the funeral or totem post, ‘lifting the centre-
post of the home’, the old slippery pole—all translate such principles
into reality. We must not forget that the purpose of the potlatch is to
know which is ‘the most “exalted” family’. (For the commentaries of
Chief Katishan on the myth of the Crow [Tlingit], see Tlingit T.M., p.
119, note (a).

148 Tregear, Maori Comparative Dictionary, under the heading of Mena.
There would be a place for studying the notion of wealth itself.

From our point of view, the rich man is one who has mana in
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Polynesia, auctoritas in Rome, and who, in these American tribes is
‘open-handed’, walas (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1396). But strictly speaking we
need only point out the relationship between the notion of wealth,
that of authority, and the right of commanding those who receive
presents, and the potlatch: it is a very clear relationship. For example,
among the Kwakiutl, one of the most important clans is that of the
Walasaka (which is at the same time the name of a family, a dance
and a brotherhood). The name means ‘the great ones who come
from on high’, who distribute at a potlatch. Walasila means not only
wealth, but also ‘distribution of blankets on the occasion of the
auctioning off of a copper object’. Another metaphor consists in
considering that the individual is made ‘heavy’ by the potlatches
that have been given (see Sec. Soc., pp. 558, 559). The chief is said
to ‘swallow the tribes’ to whom he distributes his wealth; he ‘spits
forth property’, etc.

149 A Tlingit song says about the phratry of the Crow: ‘It is that which
makes the Wolves “valuable”’, Tlingit T.M., p. 398, no. 38. The principle
that the ‘respects’ and ‘honours’ to be paid and received includes the
gifts is very clear-cut in the two tribes—Swanton, Tlingit, p. 451. Swanton,
Haïda, p. 162 shows that the need to return certain presents may be
dispensed with.

150 See Conclusion, n. 8, p. 155.
The etiquette of the feast, of the gift that one receives with dignity,

but is not solicited, is extremely marked among these tribes. Let us
merely point to three facts relating to the Kwakiutl, Haïda, and
Tsimshian practices that are instructive from our viewpoint: the chiefs
and the nobles eat little at the feast; it is the vassals and the common
people who eat a lot; the former literally purse their lips: Boas,
Kwa. Ind., Jesup Expedition, vol. 2, pp. 427, 430; on the dangers of
eating too much, Tsim. Myth., pp. 59, 149, 153, etc. (myths); they
sing at the feast; Kwa Ind., Jesup Expedition, vol. 2, pp. 430, 437.
The seashell is sounded, ‘so that no one should say we are dying of
hunger’, Kwa., vol. 3, p. 486. The noble never requests anything.
The Shaman doctor never asks for payment. His ‘spirit’ forbids him
to do so (Ethn. Kwa., pp. 731, 742; Haïda T.M., pp. 238, 239).
However, there exists among the Kwakiutl a brotherhood and a
‘begging’ dance.

151 See Introduction, n. 14, p. 87.
152 The Tlingit and Haïda potlatches have especially developed this

principle. Cf. Tlingit Indians, p. 443, 462; cf. speech in Tlingit T.M., p.
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373; the spirits smoke while the guests are smoking; cf. p. 385, line 9:
‘We who dance here for you, we are not really ourselves. It is our
uncles who died long ago who are dancing here.’ The guests are spirits,
good-luck talismans gona’ gadet, ibid, p. 119, note (a). In fact we have
here purely and simply the confusion of the two principles of the
sacrif ice and the gift, comparable, except perhaps for its effect upon
nature, to all the cases we have already cited above. To give to the
living is to give to the dead. A remarkable Tlingit story (Tlingit T.M., p.
227) tells how a resuscitated human being knows how potlatch has
been carried out for him. The theme of the spirits who criticize the
living for not having given potlatch is a common one. The Kwakiutl
certainly had the same principles, e.g. the speech in Ethn. Kwa., p.
227. Among the Tsimshian, the living represent the dead. Tate wrote
to Boas: The offerings appear above all in the form of presents given
at a festival’ (Tsim. Myth. p. 452 (Historical legends), p. 287). See the
collection of themes in Boas, ibid, p. 846 for the comparisons with
the Haïda, Tlingit, and Tsimshian.

153 See below, n. 243 for further examples of the value of copper objects.
154 Krause, Tlinkit Indianer, p. 240, well describes the ways in which the Tlingit

tribes approach one another.
155 Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, pp. 171 ff., 251 ff. The Tsimshian form does not differ

perceptibly from the Haïda form, although perhaps the clan is more
prominent.

156 It is otiose to go over the exposition of Davy regarding the
relationship between the potlatch and political status, particularly
that of the son-in-law and the son. It is likewise unnecessary to
comment upon the ceremonial value of the banquets and exchanges.
For example, the exchange of boats between two spirits causes them
from then on to have no more than ‘a single heart’, the one being
the father-in-law and the other the son-in-law (Sec. Soc., p. 387).
The text in Kwa., vol. 3, p. 274 adds: ‘it was as if they had exchanged
their name’. See also ibid, vol. 3, p. 23: in a myth of the Nimkish
festival (another Kwakiutl tribe), the wedding feast has as its purpose
the enthronement of the girl in the village ‘where she is going to eat
for the f irst time’.

157 The funeral potlatch has been documented and suff iciently studied
among the Haïda and the Tlingit. Among the Tsimshian it seems more
particularly attached to the end of the mourning period, to the erection
of the totem pole, and the cremation: Tsim. Myth., p. 534 ff. Boas does
not indicate that there is any funeral potlatch among the Kwakiutl, but
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a description of a potlatch of this kind is to be found in a myth: Kwa.,
vol. 3, p. 407.

158 A potlatch to uphold one’s right to a coat of arms (Swanton, Haïda,
p. 107). See the story of Legick, Tsim. Myth., p. 386. Legick is the title
of the principal Tsimshian chief. See also ibid, p. 364, for the stories
of chief Nesbalas, the other great title of the Tsmishian chief, and the
way he mocks chief Haïmas. One of the most important titles of chiefs
among the Kwakiutl (Lewikilaq) is that of Dabend (Kwa., vol. 3, p. 19,
line 22, cf. dabendgal’ala, Ethn. Kwa., p. 1406, col. 1), who, before the
potlatch, has a name that means ‘incapable of holding to the end’,
and after the potlatch takes a name that means ‘capable of holding to
the end’.

159 A Kwakiutl chief says: This is my vanity; the names, the roots of my family,
all my ancestors have been…’ (and here he gives his name, which is at the
same time a title and a common name) ‘donors of maxwa’ (a great potlatch):
Ethn. Kwa., p. 887, line 54. Cf. p. 843, line 70.

160 See below n. 209 (in a speech): ‘I am covered with property. I am
rich in property. I am the counter of property’: Ethn. Kwa., p. 1280,
line 18.

161 To buy a copper object is to put it ‘under the name’ of the buyer:
Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 345. Another metaphor is that the name of the
donor of the potlatch ‘takes on weight’ through the potlatch that is
given (Sec. Soc., p. 349), and ‘loses weight’ through a potlatch that
is accepted (Sec. Soc., p. 345). There are other expressions of the
same idea of the superiority of donor over recipient: the notion
that the latter is in some way a slave as long as he has not been
‘bought back’. (‘The name is bad’, then, say the Haïda: Swanton,
Haïda, p. 70. Cf. below, n. 203.) The Tlingit say that ‘one puts the
gifts on the back of the people that receive them’ (Swanton, Tlingit,
p. 428). The Haïda have two very symptomatic expressions of this
‘to cause (his needle) to move’, ‘to run quickly’ (cf. the New
Caledonian expression p. 21), which apparently means ‘to f ight an
inferior’: Swanton, Haïda, p. 162.

162 See the story of Haïmas and how he lost his liberty, his privileges, his
masks and other goods, his attendant spirits, his family, and his property:
Tsim. Myth., pp. 361, 362.

163 Eth. Kwa., p. 805. Hunt, the Kwakiutl author of Boas, writes to him: I do
not know why chief Maxuyalidze (meaning in fact, ‘giver of the potlatch’)
never really gave a festival. That is all. Thus he was called Qelsem, namely,
‘Rotten Face’, ibid, lines 13–15.
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164 The potlatch is in fact a dangerous thing, either because one is not
forgiven [if one does not give one], or because one is its recipient. The
persons who came to a mythical potlatch died of it (Haïda T.M., Jesup
Expedition, vol. 6, p. 626. Cf. p. 667, where there is the same Tsimshian
myth). For comparisons, see Boas, Indianische Sagen, p. 356, no. 58. It
is dangerous to partake of the substance of the one giving the potlatch,
for example, to consume at a potlatch of spirits, in this world. This is a
Kwakiutl legend (Awikenoq) (See Ind. Sagen, p. 239), as is also the
beautiful myth of the crow who produces from its f lesh various varieties
of food: Çtatloq, Ind. Sagen, p. 76; Nootka, ibid, p. 106. Comparisons
are given in Boas, Tsim. Myth., pp. 694, 695.

165 The potlatch is in fact a game as well as a test. For example, the test
consists in not having hiccups during the feast. ‘Rather die than have hiccups’,
it is said. Boas, Kwakiutl Indians, Jesup Expedition, vol. 5, part 2, p. 428.
There is a formula of challenge: ‘Let us try to let our guests eat them [their
plates] clean’, Ethn. Kwa., p. 991, line 43. Cf. p. 992. Concerning the
uncertainty of the meaning between the words that signify the giving of
food, the returning of food, and revenge, see Glossary (Ethn. Kwa.) under
the heading yenesa, yenka: to give food, to recompense, to take one’s
revenge.

166 See above, n. 141 for the equivalence between the potlatch and
war. The knife on the end of the stick is a symbol of the Kwakiutl
potlatch: Kwa., vol. 3, p. 483. Among the Tlingit, it is the raised
spear (Tlingit T.M., p. 117. See the rituals of the potlatch of
compensation among the Tlingit. The war of the people of Kloo
against the Tsimshian: Tlingit T.M., pp. 432, 433, n. 34; dances after
having made someone a slave; potlatch with no dance after having
killed someone. The ritual of the giving of copper is dealt with
elsewhere.

167 On ritual errors among the Kwakiutl, see Boas, Sec. Soc., pp. 433,
507, etc. Expiation consists, in fact, of giving a potlatch or at least a
gift.

In all societies this is a principle of law and ritual that is extremely
important. A distribution of wealth plays the role of a f ine, is a
propitiation of the spirits and a re-establishment of community feeling
with men. Fr Lambert, Moeurs des sauvages néocalédoniens, p. 66, has
already noted among the Canucks the right of relations on the mother’s
side to claim indemnities when one of them loses blood in the family of
his father. The self-same institution is to be found among the Tsimshian:
Duncan, in Mayne, Four Years, p. 265. Cf. p. 296 (potlatch in the case of
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the loss of blood of a son). The Maori institution of muri should probably
be compared with this.

The potlatch for the purchasing back of prisoners should be
interpreted in the same way. It is not only in order to get back the
prisoner, but also to re-establish the ‘name’, that the family, which has
let him become a slave, must give a potlatch. See the story of Dzebasa,
Tsim. Myth., p. 388. The same rule exists among the Tlingit: Krause,
Tlinkit Indianer, p. 245; Porter, Eleventh Census, p. 54; Swanton, Tlingit,
p. 449.

The potlatches for the expiation of ritual errors among the Kwakiutl
are numerous. But one should note particularly the potlatch of expiation
for parents of twins who are going off to work elsewhere, Ethn. Kwa.,
p. 691. A potlatch is owed to a father-in-law to win back a wife who has
left you, clearly through your own fault. See Vocabulary, ibid, p. 1423,
col. 1, bottom. The principle can be used in an artif icial way: when a
chief seeks an opportunity for a potlatch, he sends his wife back to his
father-in-law in order to have a pretext for fresh distributions of wealth:
Boas, ‘Fifth Report’, p. 42.

168 A long list of these obligations to give festivals—after fishing expeditions,
the gathering of food, hunting, the opening of boxes of preserves—is given
in the first volume of Ethn. Kwa., p. 757 ff. Cf. p. 607 ff. for etiquette, etc.

169 See above, n. 136.
170 See Tsim. Myth., pp. 439, 512; cf. p. 534 for payment of services. A Kwakiutl

example is payment for the one who counts the blankets, Sec. Soc., pp.
614, 629 (Nimkish, the summer festival).

171 The Tsimshian have a remarkable institution that lays down the size of the
shares at the potlatch of chiefs and the potlatch of vassals, and divides
them out between one another. Although rivals confront one another
within the different feudal classes, which are vertically divided into clans
and phratries, there are, however, rights that are exerted from one class to
another (Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 539).

172 Payments to parents. Tsim. Myth., p. 534. Cf. Davy, ‘Foi jurée’ for opposing
systems among the Tlingit and the Haïda, and the systems of distribution
of potlatch by families, p. 196.

173 A Haïda myth given in Masset, Haïda Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, no. 43, tells
how an old chief does not give enough potlatch. The others no longer
invite him. He dies because of this. His nephews make a statue of
him, give a festival, ten festivals in his name; he is then reborn. In
another myth in Masset, ibid, p. 727, a spirit addresses a chief and
says to him, ‘You have too much property, you must make a potlatch
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(wal=distribution; cf. walgal=potlatch) of it.’ He has a house built and
pays the builders. In another myth (ibid, p. 723, line 34) a chief says,
‘I shall keep nothing for myself.’ Cf. later, ‘I shall make a potlatch
(wal) ten times.’

174 On the way that clans regularly confront one another (Kwakiutl), see Boas,
Sec. Soc., p. 343; (Tsimshian), Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 497. In areas where
phratries exist this is taken for granted. See Swanton, Haïda, p. 162; Tlingit,
p. 424. This principle is remarkably well expounded in the myth of the
Crow (see Tlingit T.M., p. 115 ff).

175 Naturally one refrains from inviting those who have been unworthy, those
who have given no festivals, those who do not possess the ‘names’ of
festivals. See Hunt in Ethn. Kwa.; p. 707 for those that have not returned
the potlatch. Cf. ibid, Index, under the headings Waya and Wayapo Lela, p.
1395; cf. p. 358, line 25.

176 Hence the constantly recurring story—equally common to both
European and Asiatic folklore—of the danger that exists in not inviting
the orphan, the person abandoned by everybody, and the poor person
who turns up unexpectedly. E.g., Indianische Sagen, pp. 301, 303; see
Tsim. Myth., pp. 292, 295 for a beggar who is the totem, the god of
the totem. For a catalogue of the themes see Boas, Tsim. Myth., p.
784 ff.

177 The Tlingit have a remarkable expression: the guests are alleged to
‘f loat’, their boats ‘wander over the sea’, the totem pole that they
bring is being borne along: it is the potlatch, the invitation, that halts
them (Tlingit Myth., p. 394, no. 22, p. 395, no. 24 (in speeches)). One
fairly common title of the Kwakiutl chief is ‘the one towards whom one
paddles’, he is ‘the place to where one comes’. For example, see Ethn.
Kwa., p. 187 lines 10, 15.

178 The offence that consists in neglecting someone means that his
parents, out of solidarity, refrain also from coming to the potlatch.
In a Tsimshian myth, the spirits do not come so long as the Great
Spirit has not been invited, they all come when he is invited, Tsim.
Myth., p. 277. A story tells how when the great chief Nesbalas had
not been invited, the other Tsimshian chiefs did not come; they said:
‘He is the chief, we must not get on bad terms with him’ (ibid, p.
357).

179 The offence has political consequences. For example, the potlatch of the
Tlingit with the Eastern Athapascans. Swanton, Tlingit, p. 435. Cf. Tlingit
T.M., p. 117.

180 Tsim. Myth., pp. 170, 171.
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181 Boas puts this piece of the text by Tate, his native reporter, as a note (ibid,
p. 171, note [a]). On the contrary, the morality of the myth must be
combined with the myth itself.

182 Cf. the details of the Tsimshian myth of Negunaks, ibid, p. 287 ff., and the
notes on p. 846 for the equivalent of this theme.

183 E.g. The invitation to the blackcurrant feast, when the herald says: ‘We
invite you, you who have not come’, Ethn. Kwa., p. 752.

184 Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 543.
185 Among the Tlingit the guests who have delayed two years before coming

to the potlatch to which they were invited are called ‘women’, Tlingit T.M.,
p. 119, n. [a].

186 Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 345.
187 Kwakiutl. One is obliged to come to the feast of the seals, although the

fat causes one to vomit: Ethn. Kwa., p. 1046. Cf. p. 1048: ‘try to eat
everything’.

188 This is why sometimes one addresses oneself to one’s guests in fear, for if
they rejected the invitation, it is because they would show themselves to
be superior. A Kwakiutl chief says to a Koskimo chief (tribe of the same
nation): ‘Do not refuse my kind offer, or I shall be ashamed, do not reject
my heart…I am not one of those who make claims, or those who only give
to those who will buy from them (=will give). So is it, my friends’ (Boas,
Sec. Soc., p. 546).

189 Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 355.
190 See Ethn. Kwa., p. 774 ff. for another description given of the festival of the

oils and the berries. It is by Hunt and seems a better one. It also appears
that this ritual is employed in cases where one does not invite nor does
one give. A festival ritual of the same kind, given to put a rival to scorn,
includes singing to the accompaniment of the drum (ibid, p. 770; cf. p.
764), as among the Eskimos.

191 A Haïda formula: ‘Do the same thing, give me good food’ (in a myth),
Haïda Texts, Jesup vol. 6., pp. 685, 686. (Kwakiutl), Ethn. Kwa., p. 767, line
32, p. 738, line 32, p. 770, the story of PoLelasa (sic).

192 Songs denoting that one is not satisfied are very precise. Tlingit, Tlingit
T.M., p. 396, nos 26, 29.

193 Among the Tsimshian the chiefs have a rule of sending a messenger to
examine the presents that those invited to the potlatch bring with them
(Tsim. Myth., p. 184; cf. pp. 430, 434). According to a capitular decree of
803, at Charlemagne’s court there was an official entrusted with an
inspection of this kind. Maunier drew my attention to this fact, which is
mentioned by Demeunier.
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194 See above, n. 161. Cf. the Latin expression aere obaratus, ‘indebted’.
195 The myth of the Crow among the Tlingit tells how the latter is not at a

festival because the others (the opposing phratry) have shown themselves
to be noisy, and have crossed the dividing line that in the dance-house
separates the two phratries. The Crow feared that they were invincible
(Tlingit T.M., p. 118).

196 The inequality that is the consequence of the fact of accepting is well brought
out in Kwakiutl speeches. Sec. Soc., pp. 355, 667, line 17. Cf. p. 669, line 9.

197 E.g. the Tlingit. Swanton, Tlingit, pp. 440, 441.
198 Among the Tlingit a ritual allows one to contrive to be paid more and

on the other hand allows the host to force a guest to accept a present.
The dissatisf ied guest makes a move to leave. The donor offers him
double the amount, mentioning the name of a dead relative (Swanton,
Tlingit Indians, p. 442). It is probable that this ritual corresponds to the
right that the two contracting parties have to represent the spirits of
their ancestors.

199 See speech, Ethn. Kwa., p. 1281: ‘the chiefs of the tribes never give in
return…they disgrace themselves, and you raise yourself up as a great chief,
among those who have disgraced themselves’.

200 See the speech (a historical story) at the potlatch of the great chief Legek
(the title of the prince of the Tsimshian), Tsim. Myth., p. 386. They say to
the Haïda, ‘You will be the least among the chiefs because you are not
capable of casting away into the sea the copper objects, as the great chief
has done.’

201 The ideal would be to give a potlatch that is not returned. See in a
speech: ‘You wish to give what will not be returned’ (Ethn. Kwa., p.
1282, line 63). The individual who has given a potlatch is compared to
a tree or a mountain: ‘I am the great chief of the great tree, you are
beneath me…my fence…I give you property’ (ibid, p. 1290, verse 1).
‘Lift the pole of the potlatch, what is unattackable is the only thick-
trunked tree, the only thick root’ (ibid, verse 2). The Haïda express
this in the metaphor of the spear. The people that accept ‘live from his
(the chiefs) spear’ (Haïda Texts (Masset) p. 486). It is moreover one
type of myth.

202 See the story of an insult for a potlatch that was badly reciprocated (Tsim.
Myth., p. 314). The Tsimshian always remember the two copper objects
that are due to them from the Wutsenaluk (ibid, p. 364).

203 The ‘name’ remains ‘broken’, so long as one has not broken a copper
object equal in value to that of the challenge (Boas, Sec. Soc., p.
543).



 

152 NOTES

204 When an individual who has been discredited in this way borrows something
in order ‘to make a distribution’ or ‘to make an obligatory redistribution’,
he ‘commits his name’, and the synonymous expression is ‘he sells a slave’
(Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 341). Cf. Ethn. Kwa., pp. 1424, 1451 under the heading
kelgelgend. Cf. p. 1420.

205 His intended bride may not yet be born, but the contract already binds the
young man (Swanton, Haïda, p. 50).

206 See above, n. 132. In particular, the peace rituals among the Haïda, the
Tsimshian, and the Tlingit consist of total instant services and total
counter-services: in fact, exchanges of pledges (emblazoned copper
objects) and hostages, both slaves and women. For example, in the war
of the Tsimshian against the Haïda (see Haïda T.M., p. 395): ‘As they
had marriage of women with their opponents on both sides and because
they feared that anger could be stirred up again, there was peace.’ In a
war of the Haïda against the Tlingit, for a potlatch of compensation,
see ibid, p. 396.

207 See above, n. 170, and especially Boas, Tsim. Myth., pp. 511, 512.
208 (Kwakiutl): a distribution of property, one piece after another, from both

sides (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 418); repayment the following year of fines paid
for errors in ritual: ibid, p. 596; repayment with interest of the bride-price,
ibid, pp. 365, 366, 423, line 1, 518–50, 563.

209 On the word potlatch see above, Intro., n. 13, p. 86. Moreover, it
seems that neither the idea nor the nomenclature behind the use of
this term have in the languages of the Northwest the kind of
preciseness that is afforded them in the Anglo-Indian ‘pidgin’ that has
Chinook as its basis.

In any case Tsimshian distinguishes between the yaok, a great
intertribal potlatch (Boas, [Tate], Tsim. Myth., p. 537; cf. p. 511, cf.
p. 968, incorrectly translated by potlatch) and the others. The Haïda
distinguish between the walgat and the sika (Swanton, Haïda, pp. 35,
178, 179; p. 68 (Masset’s text), the funeral potlatch, and a potlatch
for other reasons.

In Kwakiutl the word common to both Kwakiutl and Chinook, poLa
(sic) (‘to eat one’s f ill’) (Kwa., vol. 3, p. 211, line 13, PoL, ‘sated’, ibid,
vol. 3, p. 25, line 7) seems not to designate the potlatch, but the
feast or the effect of the feast. The word poLas designates the giver
of the feast (Kwa. T., 2nd Series, Jesup, vol. 10, p. 79, line 14; p. 43,
line 2) and also designates the place where one is satiated (legend of
the title of one of the Dzawadaenoxu chiefs). Cf. Ethn. Kwa., p. 770,
line 30. The most general name in Kwakiutl, is p!Es, ‘to f latten’ (the
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name of one’s rival) (Index, Ethn. Kwa., under this heading), or it can
mean ‘baskets being emptied’ (Kwa., vol. 3, p 93, line 1; p. 451, line
4). The great tribal and intertribal potlatches seem to have their own
special name, maxwa (Kwa., vol. 3, p. 451, line 15). From the root of
ma Boas derives two other somewhat unlikely words: the one is mawil,
the initiation room, and the other the name of the killer whale (Ethn.
Kwa., Index). In fact among the Kwakiutl one f inds a host of technical
terms to designate all kinds of potlatch and also each of various kinds
of payments and repayments, or rather, gifts and reciprocal gifts: for
weddings, for payments to the Shaman, for advances, for a backlog
of interest—in short, for all kinds of acts of distribution and
redistribution. An example is: men(a), ‘pick up’, (Ethn. Kwa., p. 218):
‘A small potlatch in which the clothing of a young girl is thrown to the
people and picked up by them; payol, ‘to give a copper object’; another
term for giving a boat (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1448). The terms are numerous,
varying, and concrete, and overlap with one another, as in all kinds
of archaic nomenclature.

210 See Barbeau (1911) ‘Le potlatch’, Bull. Soc. Géog. Québec, vol. 3, p. 278, n.
3 for this meaning and the references indicated.

211 Perhaps also, for sale.
212 The distinction between property and provisions is very clear in

Tsimshian. In Tsim. Myth., p. 435, Boas says, doubtless following Tate,
his correspondent: ‘The possession of what is called rich food (cf. ibid,
p. 406) was essential to maintain the family nobility. But provisions
were not counted as constituting wealth. Wealth was obtained through
sale (we would really say, gifts exchanged) of provisions or other kinds
of goods, which, having been accumulated, were given out at the
potlatch (see above, n. 111).

The Kwakiutl also distinguish between mere provisions and property
wealth. These last two words are equivalent. The latter seems to have
two names (see Ethn. Kwa., p. 1454). The f irst is yag [? text unreadable:
trans.] or yaq—Boas’ philology varies. (See index, p. 393 under this
entry.) The word has two derivatives: yeqala, property, and yaxulu,
talisman goods and paraphernalia. Cf. the derived words from yä,
ibid, p. 1406. The other word is dadekas, cf. Index to Kwa. T., vol. 3,
p. 519. Cf. ibid, p. 473, line 31; in Newettee dialect, daoma, dedemala
(see Index to Ethn. Kwa., under this heading). The root of this word is
dâ. The latter has meanings curiously analogous to those of the
identical root dâ in Indo-European: to receive, to take, to carry in
one’s hand, to manipulate, etc. Even the derivatives are signif icant.
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One means ‘to take a piece of the enemy’s clothing in order to cast a
spell upon him’, another ‘to put in hand’, ‘to put in the home’ (for a
comparison of the meanings of manus and familia see elsewhere
(concerning blankets given before the purchase of copper objects, to
be returned with interest). Another word means ‘to put a quantity of
blankets on top of the pile of one’s opponent, and to accept them’,
by performing this gesture. A derivative from the same root is even
more curious: dadeka, ‘to be jealous of one another’ (see Kwa. T., p.
133, line 22). Evidently the original meaning must be: the thing that
one takes and that causes jealousy; cf. dadego, ‘to f ight’, doubtless to
fight through property.

Other words still have the same meaning, but are more precise. For
example, mamekas, ‘property in the house’ (Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 169, line 20).

213 See various speeches at which the handing over is made (Boas and Hunt,
Ethn. Kwa., p. 707 ff.).

There is almost nothing that is morally and materially valuable
(intentionally we do not employ the word ‘useful’) that is not an object
of beliefs of this kind. Firstly, in fact, moral things are goods, property,
the object of gifts and exchanges. For example, as in more primitive
civilizations—those of Australia, for instance—one leaves the corroborree,
the representation that has been learnt from it, with the tribe to whom
it has been handed over just as, among the Tlingit after the potlatch,
one ‘leaves’ a dance with the people who gave it you (Swanton, Tlingit
Indians, p. 442). The essential property among the Tlingit, the one that
is the most inviolable and excites the jealousy of people, is the name
and the totem emblem, ibid, p. 416. Moreover, it is this that makes one
happy and rich.

Totem emblems, festivals and potlatch, the names won during these
potlatches, the presents that others will have to reciprocate, and that
are linked to the potlatches that have been given—all this follows. A
Kwakiutl example is given in a speech: ‘And now my festival goes to
him’ (pointing to the son-in-law (Sec. Soc., p. 356)). It is the ‘seats’
and also the ‘spirits’ of secret societies that are given and returned in
this way (see a speech on the ranks of property, and the property of
ranks), Ethn. Kwa., p. 472. Cf. ibid, p. 708, another speech: This is
your winter song, your winter dance, everybody will take property
on it, on the winter blanket; this is your song, this is your dance.’ A
single word in Kwakiutl designates the talismans of the noble family
and its privileges: the word kleso, ‘emblem, privilege’. For example,
Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 122, line 32.
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Among the Tsimshian the masks and emblazoned hats for dancing and
parading are termed ‘a certain quantity of property’ according to the
quantity given at the potlatch (according to the presents made by the
maternal aunts of the chief to ‘the women of the tribe’), Tate in Boas, Tsim.
Myth., p. 541.

Conversely, for example, among the Kwakiutl it is in a moral light
that things are viewed, especially the two precious things, the essential
talismans, the ‘giver of death’ (halaya) and the ‘water of life’ (evidently
a single quartz crystal), and the blankets, etc. that we have already
mentioned. In a curious Kwakiutl saying, all these paraphernalia are
identified with the grandfather, as is natural, since they are only lent to
the son-in-law in order to be given back to the grandson (Boas, Sec.
Soc., p. 507).

214 The myth of Djîlaqons is found in Swanton, Haïda, pp. 92, 95, 171.
Masson’s version is found in Haïda T., Jesup, vol. 6, pp. 94, 98; that of
Skidegate in Haïda T.M., p. 458. The name f igures among a certain
number of Haïda family names belonging to the eagle phratry (see
Swanton, Haïda, pp. 282, 283, 292, 293). In Masset the name of the
goddess of fortune is Skîl: Haïda T., Jesup, vol. 6, p. 665, line 28; p.
306. Cf. Index, p. 805; cf. the bird Skîl, Skirl (Swanton, Haïda, p.
120). Skîltagos means ‘copper property’, and the fabulous story of
how the ‘copper objects’ were found is linked to that name (cf. p.
146, Fig. 4). A sculpted pole represents Djîlqada, its copper object,
its pole, and its emblems (Swanton, Haïda, p. 125; cf. Plate 3, Fig. 3).
See the descriptions by Newcombe, ibid, p. 46. Cf. the figurative
representation, ibid, Fig. 4. Its fetish must be crammed with stolen
things, and itself stolen.

Its exact title is ‘property making a noise’ (ibid, p. 92). It has four
additional names (ibid, p. 95). It has a son who bears the title ‘stone ribs’
(in reality, of copper (ibid, pp. 110, 112)). He who meets it, or its son or
daughter, is lucky in gambling. It has a magic plant. One becomes rich if
one eats of it. One also becomes rich if one touches a piece of its blanket,
and if one finds mussel shells that it has laid out in order (ibid, pp. 29, 109).

One of its names is ‘property keeping in the house’. A large number of
people hold titles made up of Skîl: ‘He who awaits Skîl’, ‘the way towards
Skîl’. See in the genealogical lists of the Haïda, E. 13, 14; and the phratry of
the Crow, R. 12, R. 15, R. 16.

It would seem to be the opposite of the ‘plague woman’ (cf. Haïda
T.M., p. 299).

215 On the Haïda djîl and the Tlingit näq see above, n. 138.



 

156 NOTES

216 The myth is to be found in complete form among the Tlingit (Tlingit T.M.,
pp. 173, 292, 368). Cf. Swanton, Tlingit, p. 460. At Sitka the name of Skîl is
undoubtedly Lennaxxidek. It is a woman who has a child. One hears the
noise of this child being suckled. One runs after the child. If one is scratched
by him and one has scars, the scabs of these make others happy.

217 The Tsimshian myth is incomplete (Tsim. Myth., pp. 154, 197). Compare the
notes of Boas, ibid, pp. 746, 760. Boas has not made the identification, but
it is clear. The Tsimshian goddess wears ‘a garment of wealth’.

218 It is possible that the myth of the Qominoqa, of the ‘rich woman’, has the
same origin. She seems to be the object of a cult reserved for certain clans
among the Kwakiutl, e.g. Ethn. Kwa., p. 862. A hero of the Qoexsotenoq
bears the title of ‘body of stone’ and becomes ‘property on the body’
(Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 187). Cf. p. 247.

219 See, for example, the myth of the clan of the killer whales (Boas, Handbook
of American Languages, vol. 1, pp. 554–9). The hero author of the clan is
himself a member of the killer-whale clan: ‘I am seeking to find a logwa (a
talisman, cf. p. 554, line 49) of you’, he says to a spirit of a killer whale he
meets, who has human form, p. 557, line 122. The latter recognizes him as
being of his clan; he gives him the harpoon with the copper hook that kills
whales (forgotten in the text, p. 557): the clan are killer whales. The spirit
also gives him his potlatch name. He will be called ‘place to eat one’s fill’,
‘feeling himself sated’. His house will be the ‘house of the killer whale’,
with ‘one painted on its front’. ‘And killer whale shall be your dish in the
house (it will take the form of killer whale), and also the halayu (the meter-
out of death), and “water of life” and a knife with quartz teeth shall be
your cutting-knife (of whales)’ (p. 559).

220 A miraculous box containing a whale, one that has given its name to a
hero, bore the title of ‘riches coming to the shore’ (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 374).
Cf. ‘property is drifting towards me’, ibid, pp. 247, 414. The property ‘makes
a noise’ (see above, n. 214). The title of one of the principal chiefs in
Masset is ‘He whose property makes a noise’ (Haïda Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, p.
684). The property is alive (Kwakiutl): ‘May our property remain alive
under its efforts, and our copper object remain unbroken’, sing the
Maamtagila, Ethn. Kwa., p. 1285, line 1.

221 The paraphernalia of the family, those that circulate among men,
their daughters, and their sons-in-law, and come back to the sons
when they have been recently initiated or get married, are normally
contained in a box or case, decorated and emblazoned. The
assembly and fashioning of the case, as well as its use, are entirely
characteristic of this civilization of the American Northwest (from
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the Yurok of California to the Behring Straits). This box is generally
adorned with the faces and eyes either of totems or of spirits,
whose attributes it enshrines: these are ornamented blankets, the
talismans of ‘life’ and ‘death’, the masks, the mask-hats, the hats
and the crowns, and the bow. Mythology often mixes up the spirit
with this box and its contents, e.g. Tlingit T.M., p. 173: the gonaqadet,
which is identical with the box, the copper object, the hat, and the
rattle with a bell.

222 It is the act of its transfer, the gift made to him, that originally, as at
each fresh initiation or marriage, transforms the recipient into a
‘supernatural’ person, into an initiate, a Shaman, a magician, a noble,
the one who possesses dances and seats in a brotherhood (see the
speeches in the histories of the Kwakiutl families, Ethn. Kwa., pp. 965,
966; cf. p. 1012).

223 The miraculous box is still mysterious, and is preserved in the secret
places of the house. There can be boxes within boxes, each placed
inside the other in great number (Haïda), Masset, Haïda Texts, Jesup,
vol. 6, p. 395. It contains spirits, for example, the ‘mouse woman’
(Haïda) (Haïda T.M., p. 340). Another example is: the crow that pecks
the eyes out of the faithless person who has it in his possession. See
the catalogue of examples of this theme in Boas, Tsim. Myth., pp. 854,
851. The myth of the sun shut up in the box, which is f loating, is one
of the most widespread myths (list given in Boas, Tsim. Myth., pp.
549, 641). The extension of these myths into the ancient world is
well known.

One of the commonest episodes in the stories of the hero is that
of the very small box, fairly heavy for him, too heavy for anyone else
to carry, in which there is a whale (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 374; Kwa. T.,
2nd series, Jesup, vol. 10, p. 171), whose food is inexhaustible (ibid,
p. 223). This box is alive and f loats of its own accord (Sec. Soc., p.
374). The box of Katlian brings riches (Swanton, Tlingit Indians, p. 448;
cf. p. 446). The f lowers, the ‘dung of the sun’, ‘egg of kindling wood’,
‘who make one rich’—in other words, the talismans they contain, the
wealth itself, must be fed.

One box contains the spirit ‘too strong to be taken over’, whose mask
kills the wearer (Tlingit T.M., p. 341).

The names of these boxes are often symptomatic of their use at the
potlatch. A large Haïda box for fat is called the mother (Masset), Haïda
Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, p. 758. The ‘box with the red bottom’ (the sun)
‘sheds water’ into the ‘sea of the tribes’ (the water is represented by the
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blankets that the chief distributes) (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 551 and n. 1; p.
564).

The mythology of the miraculous box is also characteristic of the societies
of the North-Asian Pacific. A fine example of a comparable myth is to be
found in Pilsudski (1913) Material for the Study of the Atnu Languages, Cracow,
p. 124 and p. 125. This box is given by a bear, and the hero must observe
taboos. It is full of articles of gold and silver, and talismans that give wealth.
The technique of the box is, moreover, the same throughout the North
Pacific.

224 The ‘things of the family are individually named’ (Haïda), Swanton, Haïda,
p. 117. The following have names: houses, doors, dishes, carved spoons,
boats, salmon traps. Cf. the expression ‘continuous chain of properties’
(Swanton, Haïda, p. 15).

We possess the list of things that are given names by the Kwakiutl
according to clans, as well as the titles (which vary) given to nobles,
both men and women, and their privileges, such as dances and
potlatches, which are likewise properties. Things that we would call
furniture, and that are given names and personif ied under the same
conditions are: dishes, the house, the dog, and the boat (see Ethn.
Kwa., p. 793 ff.). In this list Hunt has omitted to mention the names of
copper objects, large abalone shells, and doors. The spoons threaded
to a rope tethered to a kind of boat with carved f igures are called
‘the spoon anchor line’ (see Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 442, in a ritual for
paying off a marriage debt). Among the Tsimshian the following are
given names: boats, copper objects, spoons, stone pots, stone knives,
the dishes of female chiefs (Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 506). The slaves and
the dogs are always things of value and are creatures adopted by
families.

225 The only domestic animal of these tribes is the dog. It bears a different
name according to the clan (and is probably in the chief’s family). It cannot
be sold. ‘They are men, like us’, say the Kwakiutl (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1260).
‘They protect the family’ against witchcraft and the attacks of enemies. A
myth tells how a Koskimo chief and Waned, his dog, could change into
each other and bore the same name (ibid., p. 835, cf. Ch. 4, n. 4, p. 154
and (Celebes); cf. the fantastic myth of the four dogs of Lowiqilaku, Kwa.,
vol. 3, pp. 18, 20).

226 Abalone is the Chinook patois word to designate the large haliotis shells
that serve as ornaments—nose rings (Boas, Kwa. Indians, Jesup, vol. 5,
part 1, p. 484), and earrings (Tlingit and Haïda (see Swanton, Haïda, p.
146)). They are also attached to emblazoned blankets, to belts and
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hats, e.g Kwakiutl (Kwa., p. 1069). Among the Awikenoq and the
Lasiqoala (tribes of the Kwakiutl group) the abalone shells are arranged
round a shield, one that is strangely European in shape (Boas, ‘Fifth
Report’, p. 43). This kind of shield seems to be the primitive form, or
the equivalent of the copper shields, the shape of which is also strangely
like those of the Middle Ages.

It seems that the abalone shells must have once had value as money,
of the same kind as that of the copper objects today. A Ctatlolq myth
(South Salish), associates the two characters, K’okois, ‘copper’ and
Teadjas, ‘abalone’. Their son and daughter marry and the grandson takes
the ‘metal box’ of the bear, seizing possession of its mask and its potlatch
(Indianische Sagen, p. 84). An Awikenoq myth links the names of shells,
like those of the different forms of copper, to ‘daughters of the moon’
(ibid, pp. 218, 219).

Among the Haïda these shells each have their own name, at least
when they have great value and are well known, just as do they in
Melanesia (cf. Swanton, Haïda, p. 146). Elsewhere they serve to give
names to individuals or spirits. For example, among the Tsimshian
(see index of proper names, Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 960). Cf. among
the Kwakiutl, the ‘abalone names’, by clans (Ethn. Kwa., pp. 1261–
75), for the Awikenoq, Naqoatok, and Gwasela tribes. Here the custom
is certainly international. The box of abalone of the Bella Kula (a box
ornamented with pearls), is itself mentioned and exactly described in
the Awikenoq myth. Moreover, it contains the abalone blanket, and
both have the brilliance of the sun. The name of the chief whose
myth includes the story is Legek (Boas, Ind. Sag., p. 218 ff.). This
name is that of the principal Tsimshian chief. We realize that the myth
has travelled with the thing. In a Haïda myth in Masset, that of ‘the
Crow the Creator’ itself, the sun that he gives to his wife is an abalone
shell (Swanton, Haïda Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, pp. 227, 313). For the names
of mythical heroes bearing abalone titles, see examples in Kwa. T., vol.
3, pp. 50, 222.

Among the Tlingit these shells were associated with sharks’
teeth (Tlingit T.M., p. 129). Compare the use of whales’ teeth in
Melanesia.

In addition, all these tribes have the cult of necklaces made of
dentalia (small shells) (see in particular, Krause, Tlinkit Indianer, p. 186).
All in all, we f ind here precisely the same forms of money, with the
same beliefs and serving the same usage as in Melanesia, and in the
Pacif ic in general.
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These various shells were, moreover, the object of trading that
was also carried on by the Russians during their occupation of
Alaska. This trade went in both directions: between the gulf of
California and the Behring Straits (Swanton, Haïda Texts, Jesup,
vol. 6, p. 313).

227 The blankets are ornamented just like the boxes. Often they are even
copied from the designs on the boxes (see Figure in Krause. Tlinkit Indianer,
p. 200). There is always something witty about them (cf. the expressions
(Haïda), ‘belts of wit’, torn blankets, Swanton Haïda, Jesup, vol. 5, part 1,
p. 165; cf. p. 174). A certain number of mythical coats are ‘coats of the
world’: (Lilloët, myth of Qäls, Boas, Ind. Sagen, pp. 19, 20); (Bella Kula)
‘coats of the sun’ (Ind. Sagen, p. 260); a coat with fish ornaments (Heiltsuq)
(Ind. Sagen, p. 248). For a comparison of samples of this theme, see Boas,
ibid, p. 359, no. 113.

Cf. the mat that talks (Haïda Texts, Masset, Jesup Expedition, vol. 6, pp.
430, 432). The cult of blankets and matting, of skins converted into blankets,
makes it seem that it should be compared with the cult of the emblazoned
mats in Polynesia.

228 Among the Tlingit it is accepted that everything talks in the house: the
spirits talk to the posts and beams of the house; they speak from the posts
and beams; the posts and beams speak; and dialogues are exchanged in
this way between the totem animals, the spirits, and the men and the
things in the house. This is a regular principle in Tlingit religion, e.g. Swanton,
Tlingit, pp. 458, 459. Among the Kwakiutl the house listens and talks Ethn.
Kwa., p. 1279, line 14).

229 The house is conceived of as a kind of movable good. (We know
that in Germanic law it remained so for a long time.) It is transported,
and it transports itself (see the very numerous myths of the ‘magic
house’, built in the twinkling of an eye, especially given by the
grandfather (listed by Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 852, p. 853).) For Kwakiutl
examples, see Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 376 and the f igures and plates on
pp. 376, 380.

230 The following are likewise precious things, both magic and religious:
[1] eagle feathers, often identif ied with rain, food, quartz, and ‘good
medicine’, for example, Tlingit T.M., pp. 128, 383; Haïda. (Masset),
Haïda Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, p. 292; [2] sticks and combs (Tlingit T.M., p.
385; Haïda, Swanton, Haïda, p. 38; Boas, Kwakiutl Indians, Jesup, vol.
5, part 2, p. 455) [3] bracelets, e.g. a tribe of the Lower Fraser (Boas,
Indianische Sagen, p. 36); (Kwakiutl), Boas, Kwa. Ind., Jesup, vol. 5,
part 2, p. 454).
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231 All these objects, including the spoons, the dishes, and the copper
objects, are included in Kwakiutl under the generic term of logwa,
whose precise meaning is ‘talisman, supernatural thing’ (see the
observations we have made on this word in our study, Origines de la
notion de monnaie, and in our Preface to Hubert and Mauss, Mélanges
d’histoire des religions). The notion of logwa is exactly that of mana.
But in the event, and as regards the subject we are studying, it is the
‘virtue’ in wealth and food that produces wealth and food. One
speech talks of a talisman, of the logwa that is ‘the great increaser in
the past of property’ (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1280, line 18). A myth tells
how a logwa was ‘happy to acquire property’, how four logwa (belts,
etc.) amassed it. One of them was called ‘the thing that makes
property accumulate’ Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 108). In reality it is wealth
that makes wealth. A Haïda saying even talks of ‘property that makes
one rich’, concerning the abalone shells that a girl at puberty wears
(Swanton, Haïda, p. 48).

232 A mask is called ‘obtaining food’ (cf. ‘and you will be rich in food’
(Nimkish myth), Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 36, line 8). One of the most
important Kwakiutl nobles bears the title of ‘the Inviter’, that of the
‘giver of food’, that of the ‘giver of the eagle’s down’ (cf. Boas, Sec.
Soc., p. 415).

The baskets and the ornamented boxes (for example, those used
for the gathering of berries) are also magical, for example, Haïda
myth (Masset), Haïda T., Jesup, vol. 6, p. 404; the very important
myth of Qäls mixes up the pike, the salmon and the thunderbird, and
a basket that a drop of saliva from this bird f ills with barries (tribe of
the Lower Fraser River), Ind. Sag., p. 34; the equivalent Awikenoq
myth (‘Fifth Report’, p. 28) refers to a basket that bears the name
‘never empty’.

233 The dishes are each named according to what the carving on them
represents. Among the Kwakiutl they represent the ‘animal chiefs’
(cf. p. 44). One bears the title of ‘dish that keeps full’ (Boas, Kwakiutl
Tales (Columbia University), p. 264, line 11). Those of a certain clan
are logwa: they have spoken to an ancestor, ‘the Inviter’ (see note
232), and have told him to take them (Ethn. Kwa., p. 809; cf. the
myth of Kaniqilaku, Ind. Sag., p. 198; cf. Kwa. T., 2nd Series, Jesup,
vol. 10, p. 205): it tells how the transformer has given his father-in-
law (who was tormenting him) some magic berries from his basket
to eat. These transform themselves into a bramble bush and sprout
out all over his body.
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234 See above, n. 224.
235 Ibid.
236 The express ion i s  borrowed f rom the German language ,

Renommiergeld, and was used by Krickeberg. It describes very
precisely the use of these crown-shaped shields, sheets of metal that
are at the same time coins and, especially, objects for display that
the chiefs carry at the potlatch, or those in whose honour the
potlatch is given.

237 Although much discussed, the copper industry in the American
Northwest is still not well-enough known. Rivet (1923) in his remarkable
study, ‘L’Orfèvrerie précolombienne’, Journal des Américanistes,
expressly did not deal with it. In any case it seems certain that this art
predates the arrival of Europeans. The Tlingit and the Tsimshian, the
Northern tribes, searched for, mined, or received indigenous copper
from the Copper River (cf. the older authors and Krause, Tlinkit Indianer,
p. 186). All these tribes speak of the ‘great mountain of copper’ (Tlingit)
Tlingit T.M., p. 160; (Haïda), Swanton, Haïda, Jesup, vol. 5, p. 130;
(Tsimshian), Tsim. Myth., p. 299).

238 We take the opportunity to correct a mistake that we made in our
Note sur l’origine de la notion de monnaie. We confused the word laqa,
laqwa (Boas uses both spellings), with logwa. Our excuse is that at that
time Boas often wrote the two words in the same way. However, since
then, it has become clear that the one means ‘red’, ‘copper’, and the
other means solely, ‘a supernatural thing, a thing to be prized, a
talisman’. All copper objects are, however, logwa, which means that
our analysis remains valid. But in that case the word is a kind of adjective
and synonym, e.g. in Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 108, two titles of logwa are given
to copper objects: ‘that which is happy to acquire property’, and ‘that
which causes property to accumulate’. But all logwa are not copper
objects.

239 Copper is regarded as being a living thing: its mine, its mountain, are
magical, full of ‘plants of wealth’ (Masset, Haïda Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, pp.
681, 692; cf. Swanton, Haïda, p. 146, another myth). It is true that it
has a smell (Kwa., vol. 3, p. 64, line 8). The privilege of working the
copper is the subject of an important cycle of legends among the
Tsimshian: the myth of Tsauda and Gao (Tsim. Myth., p. 306 ff.). For the
list of equivalent themes, see Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 856. Copper seems
to have been personalized among the Bellakula, (Ind. Sagen, p. 306 ff.;
cf. Boas, Mythology of the Bella Coola Indians, Jesup Exp., vol. 1, part 2,
p. 71), where the copper myth is associated with the myth of the abalone
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shells, the Tsimshian myth of Tsauda is linked to the myth of the salmon,
which we will discuss later.

240 Because it is red, copper is identif ied with [1] the sun, e.g. Tlingit
T.M., nos 39, 81; [2] a ‘f ire falling from heaven’ (name of a type of
copper), Boas, Tsimshian Texts and Myths, p. 467; [3] salmon, in
any case. This identif ication is particularly clear in the case of the
cult of twins among the Kwakiutl, a people of salmon and copper,
Ethn. Kwa., p. 685 ff. The mythical sequence seems to be as follows:
springtime, the arrival of the salmon, a new sun, a red colour,
copper. The identity between copper and salmon is more marked
among the northern nations (see list of equivalent cycles, Boas,
Tsim. Myth., p. 856). For example, see the Haïda myth in Masset,
Haïda T., Jesup, vol. 6, pp. 689; 691, line 6 ff., n. 1 (cf. p. 692,
myth no. 73). One f inds here an exact equivalent of the legend of
Polycrates’ ring: that of a salmon that has swallowed a copper object
(Skidegate, H., T.M., p. 82). The Tlingit possess—as did the Haïda
subsequently—the myth of the creature whose name is Mouldy-
end (the name of a salmon); see the myth of Sitka: chains of copper
and salmon (Tlingit T.M., p. 307). A salmon in a box becomes a
man—another version of Wrangell, ibid, no. 5. For equivalents see
Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 857. A Tsimshian copper object bears the title
of ‘copper going back up a river’, a clear allusion to the salmon
(Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 857).

It would be rewarding to investigate what makes this cult of copper
analogous to that of quartz, e.g. the myth of the quartz mountain, Kwa. T.
2nd Series, Jesup, vol. 10, p. 111.

In the same way, the cult of jade, at least among the Tlingit, must
be compared with that of copper: a jade salmon speaks (Tlingit T.M.,
p. 5). A jade stone speaks and gives names (Sitka, Tlingit T.M., p. 416).
Finally, we should recall the cult of shells and its associations with that
of copper.

241 We have seen that the family of the Tsauda, among the Tsimshian, seem
to be smelters of copper, or keepers of its secrets. It appears that the
myth (Kwakiutl) of the princely family of Dzawadaenoqu is one of the
same kind. It associates together: Laqwagila, ‘the worker of copper’,
with Qomqomgila, ‘the Rich One’, and Qomoqoa, ‘the Rich’ (female)
who makes copper objects (Kwa., vol. 3, p. 50); it links the whole with
a white bird (the sun), the son of the thunderbird that smells of copper,
and changes into a woman who gives birth to twins who smell of copper
(Kwa., vol. 3, pp. 61–7).
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The Awikenoq myth relating to ancestors and nobles bearing the same
title of ‘worker of copper’ is much less interesting.

242 Each copper object has its name. The big copper objects that have
names’, say Kwakiutl speeches, (Boas, Sec. Soc., pp. 348, 349, 350).
There is a list of the names of copper objects, but unfortunately no
indication as to which clan is their permanent owner (ibid, p. 344).
We are fairly well informed about the names of the large copper
objects of the Kwakiutl. They show the cults and beliefs attached to
them. One bears the title of ‘Moon’ (the Nisqa tribe) (Ethn. Kwa.,
p. 856). Others bear the name of the spirit they embody and who
gave them, e.g. the Dzonoqoa (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1421). They represent
its face. Others bear the name of founding spirits of totems: a copper
object is called ‘Beaver face’ (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1427); another, ‘Sea
lion’ (ibid, p. 894). Other names merely allude to the shape: ‘Copper
of T-shape’, or ‘Long upper quarter’ (ibid, p. 862). Others are simply
called ‘Big copper’ (ibid, p. 1289), ‘Resounding copper’ (ibid, p.
962) (also the name of a chief). Other names refer to the potlatch
that they embody, and whose worth is epitomized in them. The
name of Maxtoselem, the copper object, is ‘That of whom the others
are ashamed’ (cf. Kwa., vol. 3, p. 452, n. 1: They are ashamed of
their debts’ (gagim)). Another name is ‘Cause quarrel’ (Ethn. Kwa.,
pp. 893, 1026).

On Tlingit names of copper objects see Swanton, Tlingit, pp. 421, 405.
Most of these names are totemic. For the names of Haïda and Tsimshian
copper objects, we know only those that bear the same name as the chiefs,
their owners.

243 The value of the copper objects among the Tlingit varies according to
their height and is counted in numbers of slaves (Tlingit T.M., pp. 131, 337,
260 (Sitka and Skidegate, etc. Tsimshian); Tate, in Boas, Tsim. Myth., p.
540; cf. ibid, p. 436). For the equivalent principle: (Haïda), see Swanton,
Haïda, p. 146.

Boas has studied closely the way in which each copper object
increases in value with the series of potlatches: the value of the
Lesaxalayo copper objects in about 1906–10 was: 9,000 woollen
blankets, worth four dollars each, 50 boats, 6,000 buttoned blankets,
260 silver bracelets, 60 gold bracelets, 70 gold earrings, 40 sewing
machines, 25 gramophones, 50 masks. The herald proclaims, ‘For
prince Laqwagila, I shall give away all these poor things.’ (Ethn. Kwa.,
p. 1352). Cf. ibid, line 28, in which the copper object is compared to
the ‘carcass of a whale’.
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244 On the principle of destruction, see elsewhere. However, the destruction
of copper objects seems to be of a particular character. Among the
Kwakiutl it is done piece by piece, a new quarter being smashed at each
potlatch. And it is a point of honour to try to regain, during other
potlatches, each one of the quarters and rivet them together until the
object is once again complete. A copper of this kind increases in value
(Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 334).

In any case to expend them, or to smash them is to kill them
(Ethn. Kwa., p. 1285, lines 8, 9). The general expression is ‘to cast
them into the sea’; it is common also to the Tlingit (Tlingit T.M., pp.
63, 399, song no. 43). If the copper objects do not sink and do not
die, it is because they are counterfeit, made of wood, and thus come
to the surface (story of a Tsimshian potlatch where the opponents
were the Haïda, Tsim. Myth., p. 369). When smashed up, it is said that
they lie ‘dead on the seashore’ (Kwakiutl) (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 564,
and n. 5).

245 It would seem that among the Kwakiutl there were two kinds of copper
objects: the more important ones that do not go out of the family
and that can only be broken to be recast, and certain others that
circulate intact, that are of less value, and that seem to serve as
satellites for the f irst kind (e.g. Boas, Sec. Soc., pp. 564, 579). The
possession of this secondary kind of copper object doubtless
corresponds among the Kwakiutl to that of the titles of nobility and
second-order ranks with whom they travel, passing from chief to chief,
from family to family, between the generations and the sexes. It appears
that the great titles and the great copper objects at the very least
remain unchanged within the clans and tribes. Moreover, it might be
diff icult for it to be otherwise.

246 A Haïda myth of the potlatch of chief Hayas relates how a copper object
sang: This thing is very bad. Stop Gomsiwa (the name both of a town and
a hero); around the little copper object there are many others’ (Haïda
Texts, Jesup, vol. 6., p. 760). It refers to a ‘little copper object’ that becomes
‘big’ by itself, and around which others assemble (cf. elsewhere, the copper
salmon).

247 In a child’s song (Ethn. Kwa., p. 1312, lines 3, 14) ‘the copper objects with
the names of great chiefs of the tribes will gather around him’. The copper
objects are deemed to ‘fall of their own accord into the household of the
chief’ (name of a Haïda chief, Swanton, Haïda, p. 274, E). They ‘meet up
with one another in the house’, they are ‘flat things that join each other’
(Ethn. Kwa., p. 701).
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248 See the myth of the ‘Bringer of copper objects’ in the myth of ‘the
‘Inviter’ (Quexsot’ onox) (Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 248, lines, 25, 26). The
same copper object is called ‘Bringer of properties’ (Boas, Sec. Soc.,
p. 415). The secret song of the noble who bears the title of Inviter
runs:

 
My name will be ‘property making its way towards me’,
because of my ‘Bringer’ of properties.
The copper objects make their way towards me because
of the ‘Bringer’ of copper objects.

 
The Kwakiutl text says very precisely, ‘The aqwagila’, the ‘Maker of copper
objects’, and not merely the ‘Bringer’ of them.

249 For example, in a speech at a Tlingit potlatch (Tlingit T.M., p. 379); (Tsimshian)
the copper object is a shield (Tsim. Myth., p. 385).

250 In a speech about the giving of copper objects in honour of a son who has
been recently initiated, ‘the coppers given are an “armour”, an “armour
of property”’ (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 557)—alluding to copper objects strung
around the neck. The title of the young man, moreover, is Yaqois, the
‘Bearer of property’.

251 An important ritual that takes place when the Kwakiutl princesses
are shut away at puberty illustrates these beliefs very well; they
wear copper objects and abalone shells, and at that time they
themselves take the title of copper objects, of ‘things f lat and divine,
meeting one another in the house’. It is said then that ‘they and
their husbands will easily acquire copper objects’ (Ethn. Kwa., p.
701). ‘Copper objects in the house’ is the title of the sister of an
Awikenoq hero (Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 430). A song of the daughter of
a Kwakiutl noble, foreseeing a kind of svayamvara, a choice by the
husband, as among the Hindus, perhaps belongs to the same ritual,
and is expressed thus: ‘I am seated on the copper objects. My mother
is weaving my belt for the day when I shall have “household dishes”’
(Ethn. Kwa., p. 1314).

252 The copper objects are often identical with the spirits. There is the
well-known theme of the shield and the living heraldic emblem. There
is identity of the copper object with both the ‘Dzonoqoa’ and the
‘Qominoqa’ (Ethn. Kwa., p. 860, p. 1421). The copper objects are totem
animals (Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 460). In other cases they are only attributes
of certain mythical animals. ‘The copper doe’ and its ‘copper antler
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branches’ play a role in the Kwakiutl summer festivals (Boas, Sec. Soc.,
pp. 630, 631; cf. p. 729: ‘greatness on its body’ (literally, ‘wealth on its
body’)). The Tsimshian consider copper objects to be like ‘the hair of
spirits’ (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 326); like the ‘excrements of spirits’ (list of
themes (Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 837)); and like the claws of the woman
otter (ibid, p. 563). The copper objects are used by the spirits in a
potlatch they give among themselves (Tsim. Myth., p. 285; Tlingit T.M.,
p. 51). The copper objects ‘are pleasing to them’. For comparisons,
see Boas, Tsim. Myth., p. 846.

253 The song of Neqapenkem (Face of Ten elbow-lengths): ‘I am pieces
of copper, and the chiefs of the tribes are broken copper objects’,
see Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 428; cf. p. 667 for the text and a literal
translation.

254 Dandalayu the copper object ‘groans in his house’ in order to be given
away (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 622 (speech)). Maxtoselem the copper object
‘complained that they would not break him’. The blankets with which he is
paid ‘keep him warm’ (Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 572). One recalls that he bears
the title, ‘He whom the other copper objects are ashamed to look at’.
Another copper object shares in the potlatch and ‘is shameful’ (Ethn. Kwa.,
p. 882, line 32).

Another Haïda copper object ((Masset), Haïda Texts, Jesup, vol. 6, p.
689), the property of the chief, ‘He whose property makes a noise’, signs
after having been broken: ‘I shall rot here, I have dragged a large number’
(into death, because of the potlatches).

255 The two rituals of the donor or the recipient buried under, or walking on
the piles of blankets are equivalent. In the first case, one is superior, and in
the other, inferior to his wealth.

256 A general remark: we know fairly accurately how and why, and during
which ceremonies, expenditure and destruction are the means of
passing on goods in the American Northwest. However, we are still
badly informed about the forms assumed by the act of passing on
things, particularly copper objects. This question should be the subject
of an investigation. The little we know is extremely interesting and
certainly denotes the link between property and its owners. Not only
is what corresponds to the passing on of a copper object called: ‘to
put the copper object in the shadow of the name’ of so-and-so, but
among the Kwakiutl, its acquisition ‘lends weight’ to the new proprietor
(Boas, Sec. Soc., p. 349). Among the Haïda, not only does one raise a
copper object to signify that one is buying a parcel of land (Haïda
T.M., p. 86), but copper objects are also used as percussion
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instruments, as in Roman law: with them one strikes the people to
whom they are given; this ritual is demonstrated in a story (Skide-
gate) (ibid, p. 432). In this case, the things touched by the copper
instrument are annexed by him, are killed by him; this is, moreover, a
‘peace’ or ‘gift’ ritual.

At least in a myth, the Kwakiutl (Boas, Sec. Soc., pp. 383, 385; cf. p. 677,
line 10) have retained the memory of a transmission rite that is to be
found among the Eskimos: the hero bites all that he is given. A Haïda myth
describes how Lady Mouse ‘licked’ all she was given (Haïda Texts, Jesup,
vol. 6, p. 191).

257 In a marriage rite (the breaking of a symbolic boat) they sing:

 
I am going to Mount Stevens and will break it into pieces. I shall
make stones of it for my fire (debris).
I am going to Mount Qatsaî and will break it. I shall make stones
of it for my fire.
Wealth is rolling towards him, coming from the great chiefs.
Wealth is rolling towards him from all sides.
All the great chiefs are going to have themselves protected by
him.

 
258 Normally, moreover, at least among the Kwakiutl, they are identical.

Certain nobles are identified with their potlatch. The main title of the
principal chief is even simply Maxwa, which means ‘Great potlatch’ (Ethn.
Kwa., pp. 805, 972, 976). Cf. in the same clan the names ‘Givers of
potlatch’, etc. In another tribe of the same nation, among the
Dzawadaenoqu, one of the principal titles is that of ‘PoLas’ (sic). See
above, n. 209. See Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 43, for the genealogy. The principal
chief of the Heiltsuq is in contact with the spirit ‘Qominoqa’, the ‘Rich
One’, and bears the name ‘Maker of Wealth’ (ibid, pp. 424, 427). The
Qaqtsenoqu princes have ‘summer names’, i.e. the names of clans that
exclusively designate ‘properties’, names in ‘yag’: ‘Property over the
body’, ‘Great property’, ‘Having property’, ‘Place of property’ Kwa. T.,
vol. 3, p. 191; cf. p. 187, line 14). Another Kwakiutl tribe, the Naqoatoq,
gives its chief the title of ‘Maxwa’ and Yaxlm’, ‘Potlatch’ and ‘Property’;
this name figures in the myth of the ‘Stone body’ (cf. ‘Ribs of stone’, the
son of Lady Fortune, Haïda). The spirit says to him: ‘Your name will be
“Property”, Yaxlem’ (Kwa. T., vol. 3, p. 215, line 39).
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In the same way, among the Haïda a chief bears the name: ‘He who
cannot be bought’ (the copper object that the rival cannot buy) (Swanton,
Haïda, p. 294, 16, I). The same chief also bears the title: ‘All mingled
together’, namely, ‘Potlatch gathering’ (ibid, no. 4; cf. elsewhere, the titles
‘Properties in the house’).

3 THE SURVIVALS OF THESE PRINCIPLES IN ANCIENT
SYSTEMS OF LAW AND ANCIENT ECONOMIES
1 We know, of course, that the facts have another dimension (see Ch. 4,

n. 38, p. 156), and the stopping of research at this point is only
temporary.

2 Meillet and Henri Lévy-Bruhl, as well as our much regretted
colleague, Huvelin, have kindly given us valuable advice about the
next paragraph.

3 We know that, apart from hypothetical reconstitutions of the Twelve
Tables and a few legal texts preserved on inscriptions, we have only
very poor sources for the whole of the first four centuries of Roman
law. However, we shall not adopt the extremely critical attitude of
Lambert (1906) L’Histoire traditionnelle des Douze Tables, (Mélanges
Appleton). But we must agree that a large part of the theories of
Romanist scholars, and even those of Roman antiquarians themselves,
must be treated as hypotheses. We take leave to add another hypothesis
to the list.

4 On Germanic law, see elsewhere.
5 On the nexum, see Huvelin, ‘Nexum’ in Dict. des Ant.; ‘Magie et Droit

individuel’, Année Sociologique 10, and the analyses and discussions by
him in Année Sociologique 7:472 ff.; 9:412 ff.; 11:442 ff.; 12:482 ff.;
Davy, ‘Foi jurée’, p. 135; for a bibliography and the theories of
Romanist scholars, see Girard, Manuel élémentaire de Droit romain,
7th edn, p. 354.

From every viewpoint Huvelin and Girard seem to us to be very
close to the truth. We suggest only one addition and one objection to
Huvelin’s theory. The ‘insults clause’ (‘Magie et droit individuel’, p. 28;
cf. ‘Injuria’ (Mélanges Appleton)) is, in our opinion, not only magical.
It is a very clear case, and a vestige of the ancient rights to potlatch.
The fact that one is a debtor and the other a creditor enables the one
who is superior in this way to insult his opponent, who is under an
obligation to him. From this there f lows an important series of


