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Assess the extent that objects can be inalienable?
Within the following essay we shall be looking at the extent to which objects can be inalienable. When we say looking at the extent we mean the level at which something is believed to be the case, with the question given we will be referring to how inalienable an object actually is. To give us a foundation to relate back too we shall begin by defining what is meant by the word inalienability. Inalienable wealth is a principle that things such as objects ‘cannot be transferred to another or others[footnoteRef:1]’ therefore it stands for items remaining with their original owners and helps ensure the prevention of items being sold and bought. Inalienability relates to objects as it shows a form of ownership with a sense of belonging to someone thus showing the development of a relationship between the object in question and the person or owner. Within this essay we shall be focusing on how objects can be to an extent inalienable, although they are not fully inalienable due to the creation of money and the marketplace. Two reinforce our arguments for inalienability throughout we shall refer to some ethnographic examples.  [1:  http://www.thefreedictionary.com/inalienability viewed 16/11/2017] 

To start with we shall look at how the limited numbers of these alleged inalienable objects means that they are subsequently seen as inalienable. To start with we shall look at the argument that if objects where in fact able to be transferred or exchanged then there would be a larger number of them readily available. With the current situation objects themselves are considered to be ‘singularities’ as said by anthropologist Weiner. Referencing Weiner, objects being singularities means they therefore can have a stronger relationship with their owners, a formed relationship is something which makes an object inalienable. An example of this comes from Codrington (1881) who describes his encounter with large canoes which had proper names[footnoteRef:2] making them more human and ‘the canoe itself becomes identified’ consequently showing a degree of inalienability. Despite this, it is wrong to assume all singular objects are inalienable objects primarily because singular does not necessarily refer to tribal pieces but can also refer to modern objects such as classical paintings (such as those by Picasso) which are not inalienable as they have a mass market appeal and often sell for millions yet are still considered singular objects. One of a kind is therefore it is a false statement as it assumes that all singular objects are inalienable. All things considered it is likewise wrong to assume that all inalienable objects are singular as many inalienable objects are also mass produced, for example those used in rituals like ceremonial clothing. The Buba [footnoteRef:3]a traditional Nigerian shirt is worn by all males in ceremonies this therefore shows that the shirt is not a singularity subsequently showing that objects are inalienable regardless of whether they are singular or mass-produced. in my opinion I believe objects are inalienability if there is a connection to their owners whether it is to do with inheritance or ancestral relations as this gives a valid reason for inalienability, as they form relationships which prevent them being bought, sold or transferred.  [2:  Buchli, Victor, The Material Culture Reader, Oxford, 2002, p.45 ]  [3:  https://www.mapsofworld.com/nigeria/culture/clothing.html viewed 23/11/1017] 

On top of the previous argument it is worth noting that objects are considered inalienable due to their ritual heritage. Building upon this claim we can see that objects have a higher level of significance when they are part of a group, especially if it is there originally group which they have been inherited through. An example of how objects have a higher significance in a group is that of the Rain Priesthood, as described by Ruth Bunzel[footnoteRef:4]. Within the Rain Priesthood particular focus is paid to certain Kachina Masks which are kept in very sacred storage rooms and each object has particular song and rituals associated with it making each mask particularly prestigious. All together as a family of masks they have a strong family connection and large impact within the society they come from, thus reaffirming their inalienability. On the other hand, sharing objects individually means that people have the chance to gain information about other groups within their overall society by learning about and owning items from their cultural ancestors. Objects being shared through societies means that people of other cultures as well as people of other social classes can explore the depths of their heritage. Individually exploiting items means that places like museums can gain information on the evolution of cultures and this can be shared with the general populace. Objects therefore help bring the past to the present day through there transfer to others this could be done by: [4:  http://www.academia.edu/10015191/The_Establishment_and_Defeat_of_Hierarchy_Inalienable_Possessions_and_the_History_of_Collective_Prestige_Structures_in_the_Puebloan_Southwest p.241] 

‘keeping inalienable possessions guarded but still using them to create exchange relationships across clans, institutionalise a leadership position that is ranked over others, and substantively differentiate one leader and clan from others[footnoteRef:5]’ [5:  Weiner, Annette B. Inalienable Possessions, The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving, University of California Press, Oxford, 1992, p130] 

This quote therefore reinforces the fact that not all cultures are the same and history can be learnt through exchanging items and the exchange of items could bring about a level of order to society. The changing social meaning of objects plays a massive part in the inalienable factor of the object, the changing social meaning focuses social settings. For example, an object can be deemed to make someone ‘rich, powerful and influential[footnoteRef:6]’ by merely being alienable and subsequently sold and exchanged. To reinforce this claim that inalienability does not hold an authoritative position objects merely ‘create a limited hierarchy, but only with the clan[footnoteRef:7] ‘thus showing that if objects are not inalienable they could potentially encourage a system of order amongst a wider audience.  Despite the fact that individual items can have a wider audience and share their history with more people the significance of inalienable objects is particularly prominent in some hierarchical societies. Objects have a clear function in hierarchical societies as they relate back to rituals and traditions which are embedded within that culture. An example of objects holding a level of hierarchal power comes from the Bow Priesthood who advocate that men who own ritual objects have a higher level of ritual office[footnoteRef:8]. A similar example can be seen from the Rain Priesthood as it is the eldest female member of the house who is in charge of feeding the mask on a daily basis this subsequently shows an authoritative position amongst the tribe and it all stems from the care of an inalienable object. Overall from the evidence seen above we can see that objects are inalienable because they hold an important ritual position within their own cultures. Although they can be used in an important way to share history they are more important as a member of their original owners culture as they have a formed relationship with the elders and will form a relationship with those in the future ‘indigenous people should be recognize as the primary guardians and interpreters of their cultures, arts and sciences whether created in the past of development in the future[footnoteRef:9]; An example here would be the attachment Maori Clocks[footnoteRef:10] have to their original owners. I believe this to make objects inalienable because it shows that they have no reason to be sold or bought other than for enquiries into other cultures which could be done in other ways. Objects are therefore inalienable due to their ancestral relations found through inheritance and even thinking of selling them removes this relationship.  [6:  http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/75875/mod_resource/content/1/mauss%20gift.pdf  p.13 viewed 23/11/2017]  [7:  Weiner, Annette B. Inalienable Possessions, The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving, University of California Press, Oxford, 1992, p130]  [8:  http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=1632, Abbots, Emma-Jayne, Material Worlds, Approaches to Economic Anthropology, Presentation 1]  [9:  Buchli, Victor, The Material Culture Reader, Oxford, 2002, p.128]  [10: http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/644217 Weiner, Annette.B, Inalienable Wealth, New York University, p.211 viewed 23/11/2017] 

Focusing particularly on the inalienability of certain categories of objects we shall look at why gifts[footnoteRef:11] are perceived to be inalienable. In Mauss’ opinion all gifts are perceived as being inalienable meaning they do not have an economic value. Gifts can be perceived as holding no economic value as they are given from one person to another so therefore form a relationship between the giver and the receiver. It is this relationship that makes the gift significant and putting a price on this gift or exchanging it can be seen as a metaphor for the relationship formed over the gift. For example being given a gift then re-selling the it could be viewed as putting a price on the relationship between the giver and receiver. However, announcing all gifts as inalienable gives rise to further questions which need answering and poses as opposition to their inalienable factor. What makes an object a commodity? Can a commodity be a gift? A commodity is a product which is exchanged therefore making commodities alienable objects. Which is different to a gift, a gift is something which is personal which instigates a social relationship between two people, but if a gift changes ownership from the original receiver does this make it a commodity? A commodity could also be mistaken as a gift, in some instances people may feel obliged to give a gift but if there is no social connection this makes the gift a commodity. This makes the object alienable therefore making it merely an economic relationship rather than a social bond meaning that gifts flourish within a capitalist society where everything has a market value. However, gifts are inalienable as gifts are not necessarily what first comes into our mind when we think of gifts like toys but can also be donations for example ‘gift of life[footnoteRef:12]’ from the bone marrow charity is a gift being received and an object but is a part of the human body so may not be necessarily considered a gift or an object. Giving a gift instigates a form of obligatory relationship where if someone gives then another gives in return which can as the beginning of a social relationship therefore making the gift giving inalienable as an attachment is made. I personally believe that gifts are inalienable as they are they are the physical symbol of a relationship between two people and therefore the exchanging of them shows a neglect of the relationship making them inalienable on grounds of emotional attachment.  [11:  http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=1632, Abbots, Emma-Jayne, Material Worlds, Approaches to Economic Anthropology, Presentation 1 (Mauss 1925)]  [12:  http://giftoflife.eu/] 

Even though we have been looking at how objects can be inalienable for the following point we shall look at why some people may view objects as alienable meaning they are ‘able to be transferred to new ownership’[footnoteRef:13]. The concept of inalienability itself forces us to consider the value of all objects which should remain out of circulation, however this point itself brings up its own problems. A problem with assessing the inalienability of objects brings to fruition the question of what objects are we giving a value too? Does every object need a value or are talking specifically about tribal objects? Does a vase from a five-hundred-year-old tribe fall into the same category as a vase from a factory made five weeks ago when trying to distinguish the value of an object? The idea of inalienability is a by-product from the creation of money, without money we wouldn’t need to give objects a price tag, question their value or question their inalienability. Objects are consequently turned into material objects which means they are alienable and have the ability to be bought or sold. Objects subsequently are then viewed as an economic resource which makes them a basis for power rather than a ‘affirmation of social relations[footnoteRef:14]’ alienable objects are seen as a prestigious goods in organised societies, this relates to the transformation of an ‘object into a subject[footnoteRef:15]’ the subject of sales rather than an inalienable object.  The ability to buy and sell objects shows a degree of wealth which results in the belief that owning certain objects can be a prestigious thing and can be a powerful way of identifying with other social groups[footnoteRef:16]. Subsequently  ‘relationships between persons and things it is associated historically with the rise of capitalism in the West and its dependence on private property as individual possessions[footnoteRef:17]’. However, the original owners of these objects were also very organised societies and there will always be a link to the original ancestors no matter if people view the object itself as alienable or inalienable. In the meantime it was the money that was created as a by-product to inalienable objects to give them value and a material status ‘production becomes a performance through which persons and objects create and define each other[footnoteRef:18]’ this shows that the material status of objects defines us and gives us certain social characteristics whereas inalienable objects help by acting as a form of ‘protection against debasement of culturally significant items[footnoteRef:19]’.  [13:  https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/alienable viewed 23/11/2017]  [14:  http://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/75875/mod_resource/content/1/mauss%20gift.pdf viewed 23/11/2017]  [15:  Buchli, Victor, The Material Culture Reader, Oxford, 2002, p.46]  [16:  http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/644217 ]  [17:  Buchli, Victor, The Material Culture Reader, Oxford, 2002, p.126]  [18:  Weiner, Annette B. Inalienable Possessions, The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving, University of California Press, Oxford, 1992, p27]  [19:  Weiner, Annette B. Inalienable Possessions, The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving, University of California Press, Oxford, 1992, p128] 

To conclude we can see that from the evidence above that objects are to an extent inalienable, although there are strong arguments which try to persuade us they are not inalienable. The arguments on the side representing why objects are seen as inalienable are because they are singularities, very important pieces of ritual heritage and given a price tag as they are by-products of the creation of money. On the other side of the argument we discussed how objects are seen as alienable because not all singularities are inalienable, if we don’t share objects then how can history be shared and in the modern day all objects and products have an economic value so we can’t really get around having inalienable objects. Overall, I personally believe that objects are theoretically inalienable but in practice in real life they are alienable as they have unfortunately been dragged into the economic world and therefore are the victim of those who desire material possessions for the sheer fact they can have them. Nevertheless, whatever happens to these objects in some way shape or form they have an inherent attachment to their original owners thus making them to an extent inalienable, but not totally inalienable objects.
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