Egypt and Minos: Gifts or Commodities?

This workshop is designed to allow you to explore the nature of trade and exchange between Egypt and Crete during the Palatial period. Specifically, we will look at some of the surviving archaeological and question whether this documents mercantile trade/commodities or gift exchange.

Characterising gift exchange:
· Inalienability: “To give a gift is to give away part of oneself; thus, an inexorable bond is created between two gifting partners” (Steel 2012, 92);
· Underpinned by need to create alliances and friendships beyond the immediate kinship group. Allows accumulation of wealth, prestige and repute within one’s own community;
· Used to create and mediate social relations: emphasises a familial relationship between participants. Creates an inexorable bond between two gifting partner;
· Based on obligation and self interest: obligation to give, obligation to receive, obligation to reciprocate

Characterising commodities:
· Emphasises the exchange value of objects – things that are produced specifically to be exchanged;;
·  “its exchangeability… for some other thing is its socially relevant feature” (Appadurai 1986, 13)
· Commodities become alienable at their point of exchange and are totally separate from embedded social relations.

Egyptian terms for exchange:
· jnw: gift exchange which always involved the pharaoh;
· Fits in with our understanding of gift exchange: obligation to give and receive;
· Promoted social relations between the pharaoh and member sfo the royal household, high officials, local rulers, and foreign rulers.

· bAk.t: paying of tribute

Look at the group of objects exchanged between Egypt and Crete in the Palace period. How might you determine whether these were commodities or gifts?
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