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Introduction 
Is there such a thing as a ‘free gift’? Mauss seeks to answer this question, using ethnology, sociology, and historiography. Mauss considers what he defines a ‘total service’ (centred around obligations of reciprocity) a transaction transcending the material, asserting that when you give, you invariable give a part of yourself; the trade focuses as much upon social ties/’social wealth’ fostered in communities as the gift itself. Using the North American ‘potlatch’ as a tenet, he explores how our current transactions are shaped, and to what extent, in a modern market-orientated society, the gift economy is appliable.
   
Summary of Argument 
The question Mauss addresses is: “What power resides in the object given that causes its recipient to pay it back?”[footnoteRef:1] For Mauss, the obligations of giving, receiving and reciprocity meant there is never such a thing as a ‘free gift’. He approaches this by dissecting the gift-exchange (using the ‘potlatch’ as a core example) through the process of giving, receiving, and reciprocity, arguing it is intrinsically symbolic (as part of the individual is given when they gift). He argues that the ‘potlatch’ is exampled in most societal exchange patterns, and although not obvious, shaped the methods of law and economy we experience now. He stresses the importance of a group mentality, stating this is essential to care for each member of society, whilst remaining cautious of the ‘dangers‘ that money can bring. For Mauss, gift exchange forms social bonds and supports human solidarity. [1:  Mauss (1990) pg 4] 


About the Author
Marcel Mauss, nephew of Émile Durkheim, is a French sociologist and ethnologist, associated with advocating the necessity of ethnology for empirical research. His research explicitly tackled cross-cultural notions of magic, sacrifice, and gift exchange. While taught by Durkheim, he incorporated Durkheim’s theories into his own doctrines, notably recognising the need for a holistic approach to sociology, concerning a society at large, rather than on the actions of specific individuals. He carried Durkheim’s theorems further in ‘The Gift’, the concept of a ‘collective consciousness’. His work ‘lit the fuse’ of many anthropological approaches used now, where a holistic approach is still used. 

Summary of contents
First outlining the concept of ‘potlatch’, Mauss focuses on the aspects that continue its function. For example, the reciprocity centres around ‘politicisation’ of the gift-giver, whereby competition to ‘outdo’ the benefactor, if successful, results in enhanced prestige. A pressure to reciprocate effectively and quickly, reasserts the centrality of obligation. In describing hau (a Maori term describing an object’s spiritual power) Mauss furthers how dominance is connotated through symbolic exchange, the gift is inextricably linked to the ‘other’: "the objects are never completely separated from the men who exchange them"[footnoteRef:2]. The greater the hau, the more power is exerted over the beholder. He applies hau to the gift-cycles performed in Melanesia, Polynesia, and Northwest America (‘potlatch’), arguing it sustained peace amongst demographics, (deliberately enacting reciprocation) with refusal to participate resulting in broken associations and conflict. He discusses in Polynesia (which not entirely follows ‘potlatch’ but revolves around a general hierarchical structure), the loss of mana (authority/wealth). [2:  Mauss (1990) pg. 31] 

 
Mauss elaborates on the societal factors of the ‘potlatch’, that they would only be handed over to those deemed worthy, dependant on rank. What is clear is the receiver is indebted only until they can return the generosity bestowed upon them by the giver. Further on, Mauss explores Germanic, Hindu, and ancient Roman law, arguing that ‘potlatch’ underpinned each, for example in the nexum (a formal contract regarding the loan of money) where the creditor oppressively subjugated the debtor. He also considers the Brahmin creed, ‘the law of the gift’, where duty of gift-giving had spiritual repercussions: “the thing that is given produces its rewards in this life and the next”[footnoteRef:3]. It is at this stage that he conveys the significance of the potlatch, in shaping “our own forms of law and economy”.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Mauss (1990) pg. 72]  [4:  Mauss (1990) pg. 60] 

 
In concluding, Mauss places emphasis on sustaining a group mentality, aided/continued through gifting, receival and reciprocity: “we must give back more than we have received”.[footnoteRef:5] Mauss stresses caution with money. He wishes for the wealthy to ‘financially guard’ their peers, to not-overindulge or abstain from too much. He sees society as returning towards a group morality (emphasised in the Kula ring), shaped by international alliances where a ‘whole entity’ is shaped by mutual interdependence, has moved away from conflict as a resolution, with finance being used equally by groups to serve everyone, in what he describes the “common store of wealth”[footnoteRef:6].  [5:  Mauss (1990) pg. 84]  [6:  Mauss (1990) pg. 106] 

  
Strength
A strength of Mauss’ writing is the scale of the work undertaken. Whilst he underpins his work with the concept of the ‘potlatch’, he assesses its applicability in a broad corpus of society and attempts to align each aspect to create a nexus for the reader to understand. Part of the success of Mauss’ work is the acknowledgment of the gift economy, which he realised is intricate and multifaceted. It not only reflects treatment of the economy of such societies, but also on intra-person relationships, symbolic associations, and the essential concept of trade. In this means he has unveiled a microcosm of how such facets of life are all linked, providing a relevant context for analyses of modern society, where Western conceptions often conceive the market economy as distinct from, and unaffecting towards, society.
   
Weakness
Whilst obligatory reciprocity is experienced in many cultures, how it is expected and enacted (and the ideology surrounding gift-exchange) varies. For example, the exchange of ‘potlatch’ comes with the expectation that you must ‘outdo’ the creditor to gain prestige, whereas; as Mauss notes, (building on Brewster), on the island of Fiji, exchanges take place in kere-kere where “nobody must be refused anything”[footnoteRef:7]. In his use of the Maori term hua (to explain the inalienable gift), I feel Mauss over-relies on the hua as a forceful driver of reciprocity in applying it to societies where it is not as aptly suited. In line with Yan[footnoteRef:8], understanding how the message conveyed by the gift is received (and how it reflects the entire community) is of equal importance. [7:  Brewster (1922) pg. 91-92]  [8:  Yan, Y. (2020) pg.7] 

  
Conclusion
Whilst the ‘universal’ nature of reciprocity that Mauss implies is debated in anthropology, this book is instrumental in understanding the value of cross-comparative research and provides important reflections on the nature of a ‘commodity’ in modern society. Human behaviour was and is shaped by interactions with others, and in ‘gift exchange’ we see modern actions reflected. As Douglas mentions: “the theory of the gift is a theory of human solidarity”[footnoteRef:9]. [9:  Douglas (1990), xiii] 
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