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The study/comparison of Exchange in the Kula Ring and the Iroquois Tribe

For the Kula, exchange was critical. It established close tribal connections in an otherwise disparate society, however it still revolved around politics. Items were traded around islands on both a clockwise/anti-clockwise basis which meant that every island would receive a vaygu’a at some stage. Trade on this level (other items such as pottery were traded on a more regular basis) was significant as it only operated twice a year. Gift would be ranked both in terms of materials used and success in cross-island expeditions. The exchanges affected social status, with the gifts not intended to be kept but instead passed on. If items are kept for too long, a host risks losing their reputation and partners in the Kula ring – social norms therefore clearly played a part, showing the complexity to this ritual. Various grades of ‘mwali’ and ‘soulava’ indicate status i.e ‘kitom’ showcases the beginning of a new partnership, whereas ‘bagi’ is exclusively traded within high ranking men, so there was certainly a level of exclusivity that operated within this framework. It is ironic that it was inclusive in inviting whole tribal communities to participate, but it also (exclusively) consequently sub-divided people further.  It was a localised trade, but Malinowski was keen to highlight the significance of the trade: “It looms paramount in the tribal life of those natives who live within its circuit, and its importance is fully realised by the tribesmen….. whose ideas, ambitions, desires and vanities are very much bound up with the Kula”[1]. As mentioned, before it could be said to unify those living in an otherwise disparate society, and the idea of locality does play part in its function. Although it may neglect certain demographics in its involvement, arguably the system could not function without the work of these groups. As I perceive, within the context of gift giving, personally the Kula Ring is clear visual political/social ambition and was an attempt to  greater political spotlight within their island communities. Frederick. H Damon noted: “The right of participation in Kula exchange is not automatic; one has to ‘buy’ one's way into it through participating in various lower spheres of exchange.” [2]. This furthermore provides explanation for the political involvement seemingly inherent in this system. Could we say that this was not a system of merit, therefore? Further on this subject, the Kula exchange systems could be seen to reinforce status/authority distinctions since the hereditary chiefs own the most important shell valuables and are responsible for the ocean voyages. Damon again notes that large amounts of Kula valuables are handled by a relatively small number of people, as an example, amongst the Muyuw tribe three men account for over 50 percent of Kula valuables. Key to this assessment is the study of individual anthropological scenarios that could be applied to this. One such is the idea of gift giving behavior. Both Neisser (1973) and Shurmer (1971) hinted that trade, could lead to an extension of the individual: “Gift giving behaviour reflects the perceptions of donor and recipient regarding the identity of self and others” [3].  John F.Sherry mentions that idea of gift-giving ‘symbolically predicates identity’ [4]. This is a key point but does neglect the intrinsic idea of the ‘ring’, a unification of many through a few objects. Yes, the ring was supported by those wanted political/social mobility, but I do not feel this is the point that the author intended. I think it is a more generalised outlook on the concept of gift-giving/reciprocity. 
Culture 2 
“The Iroquois traded excess corn and tobacco for pelts from the tribes to the north and wampum (beads of polished shells strung in strands, belts, or sashes) [5].  from the tribes to the east.” [6]. The Iroquois used to gift-give more often than any other exchange. Present-giving reflected the reciprocity in Iroquois society- reciprocity is a central component that appears in the Kula (there is no real ‘trade’, more a series of transactions), hence the name ‘ring’. In the Iroquois, the exchange would begin with one clan giving another tribe or clan a present with the expectation of some sort of needed commodity being given in return. This is not so much with the Kula, as they operate through an already ‘certain’ ring of trade, which has become a frequent part of the Kula’s lifestyle/system. This form of trade links to their tendency to share property and cooperate in labor. Mary Bruck Becker asserts this: “Within a village, people lived in communal longhouses, averaging eight by 30 metres in size and built of post frames covered by strips of back.” [7]. Close quarters living surely must have accentuated the ‘relatedness’ that members of the Iroquois felt, and lent itself well to the style of trade adopted by them. The Kula presumably lived in communities in contrast to this yet acted as a collective group. In Malinowksi’s book ‘Coral Gardens and Their Magic’ he asserts the family structure (certainly in an agricultural context) : “The father, in actual fact, always tries to give as much as he can to his own sons at the expense of those of his sister, who are his legal heirs. His natural inclinations are seconded by customary usage which almost defies and certainly circumvents the rigid matrilineal law, by giving the father a number of opportunities to favour his son and curtail the rights of his matrilineal nephews.” [8]. From this piece of evidence, we can assume that there was generally a strict familial and hierarchical structure amongst the Triobrianders. An opposite form of structure is found within the Iroquois, but it is still a strong structure, nonetheless. Becker writes: “Within villages, the main organizing units were matrilineally grouped women, who directed communal activities such as planting and gathering, and councils of peace chiefs and war chiefs, the former arbitrating internal disputes and making alliances, the latter deliberating on military actions. Decisions in council were generally made by consensus. No one was bound by a decision, however, although social pressure acted to induce acceptance of decisions made.” [9]. A uterine social structure is uncommon amongst cultures, but it highlights the extent to which there was female involvement in their social government. As seen in Damon’s note that specific men held almost 50 percent of the valuables shared amongst tribes in the Kula, it is a foregone conclusion that this was not the case in the Trobriands. In all cases no explicit agreement was made within the Iroquois, Generalised Reciprocity seemed to prevail, but for the Kula, it established people on a personal, political and social level. The kind of exchange used by the Iroquois is completely polarised to the Kula ring, which was centred on bringing tribes/islands together. “..one service is performed for the community or another member of the community's good with the expectation that the community or another individual would give back.” [10]. External trade offered one of the few opportunities for individual enterprise in Iroquois society. A person who discovered a new trading route had the exclusive right to trade along the same route in the future. Of course the Kula operated on an island basis but always trusted with each other, and there was also the expectation/regulation that they would receive each gift as they placed a two month limit on the return of the goods, or they could face the problem of disassociation within the tribe, and falling out of favour with the chiefs. External exchange is also present in the Kula ring in a contemporary context. Will Millard in his blog on the Kula ring noted: “They had been paid by the tourist company to make an appearance, and had travelled from Kitava Island, the Trobriand Islands Kula partner neighbour and the closest place with any functional Kula canoes. It was a fact that these Kitavan men were only too willing to exploit they were about to make a reasonable bit of income from the tourists.” [11]. Along a similar theme: “Iroquois clans collectivised trading routes to gain a monopoly on a certain type of trade.” [12]. So, we can say that the idea of a trade monopoly is prevalent in both cultures but operate along different themes. For the Kula it was a means of keeping loyalty to the structure and establishing a ‘reputation’. With the Iroquois it was more a survival aspect, especially during the later periods through European occupation. Also, it was a way of establishing themselves over other regional tribes, something the Kula never faced. 
Both have traded for survival, but the Iroquois was perhaps more advanced due to outside influence. Despite this, the Kula have had no real threat and ‘outsider’ activity has turned into investment opportunity. Iroquois always faced threat, so could we say that the Kula were too isolated? For the Kula, they were a very isolated group, and there has been no real outsider contact with this group. The main observations from this culture stemmed from Malinowski’s work with Participant Observation. This appears unapparent in the Iroquois culture and faced a more ‘brutal’ way of contact. 
This comparative study of cultures is necessary as it proffers similarities within rituals, lifestyles foodstuffs which guarantees a broader anthropological picture of the world. This is arguably one of the most important factors within Anthropology. From comparison we can base our opinions and gain an understanding of the importance of factors like diffusion for example. Doing this moves us away from a narrow-minded, linear perspective of society’s development (perhaps shown by Armchair Anthropologists, who shunned the ‘primitives’ people) and presents a complex/interlinked web of history. 
I feel that Anthropology has an undulating relation with the concept of the self and the other. I see that the initial views in anthropology projected a very short-sighted view. Evolutionism was in essence a way to facilitate colonialism amongst nations. Armchair Anthropologists also related their own lifestyles to others, constantly neglecting them as they would never really have a similar lifestyle, mostly due to different ideologies. This however was still a way of glorifying the ‘white man’ and subjugating the minorities. It was an Etic perspective at this time. I would then argue that the work of Malinowski started to shift perspective on cultural capabilities. Although the work was perhaps misplaced and there was still a semblance of ‘holier than thou’, I feel it made great strides towards an emic perspective. Participant Observation sowed the seeds for a more conscientious outlook on the world. Functionalism was a great tool in understanding the collective basis of a culture, highlighting how each factor can play its part. In an era of increasing Globalisation, I find it hard to neglect the importance of communal factors such as diffusion. It is only through cross-cultural comparison that we can gain a true understanding of the ‘other’.
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Glossary
Honour Killing- murder of a family member, upon the belief that the victim has brought shame upon the family, or has violated the principles of a community or a religion.
Exhange- The act of giving one thing and receiving another (sometimes of the same kind) in return. 
Dowry - An amount of property or money brought by a bride to her husband on their marriage.
Social Diffusion- A social process through which elements of culture spread from one society or social group to another i.e McDonalds via. Globalisation.
Social Roles- Specific actiosn/responsiblities that people may adopt as part of fitting in/contributing within that social group i.e a chief in a chiefdom.
Arranged Marriage- A marriage where the marital couple are chosen by other members of the family other than the indivuals, usually the parents of the couple.  
Dis-empowerement- To deprive of power, authority, or influence : i.e Women’s disenfranchisement prior to the Representation of the People Act 1918
Reciprocity- An exchange undertaken by one or more groups, for a mutual benefit, a positive action rewarded with another positive action. 
Uterine – A social structure with its leaders passed down through female descent. 
Participant Observation- Spending time/living with a group i.e a tribe in order to gain a greater understanding of their way of life. For example, Malinowski amongst the Kula.

