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Lepowsky, M., 1995, Exchange, Gender and Inalienable Possessions, University of Wisconsin, Madison, Book Review Forum, Vol. 18, pp. 103-114.
In this peer review Lepowsky comments on Weiner’s findings in her publication; Inalienable Possessions, (1992), making a good informational resource, as it condenses a large amount of the theory and its basis from the book into just a dozen pages. Weiner is praised for her courageous and ambitious book which, backed up by her ethnographic volumes and 20 years of fieldwork, research and theoretical framework. With plenty of referencing to the studied piece, and other sources, this commentary is makes itself useful by singling out Weiner’s points of focus, and provides some ethnographic detail. This said, it is a peer review after all, therefore lacking in the area of criticism and though this will not affect this project, under different circumstances I would look for a critical review of the book for contrast.

Malinowski, B., 1932, The Sexual Life of Savages, 3rd Edition, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London
Malinowski’s - somewhat groundbreaking at the time - ethnographical work in the Trobriand Islands of Papua New Guinea, was the first of it’s kind, though partly forced in side-effect to the beginning of the First World War. However, the young German made the most of the opportunity and became the first participant observer, for over 2 years originally, making many later return trips. As the research by Malinowski went to such depth and detail, this 500-page account of the Trobrianders holds relevance in any work relating to them, and is quite certainly reliable, as is supported in later works by Weiner, though they drew some contrasting conclusions, which serve well for comparison in this particular piece of work. The main limitations of this ethnography are that although Malinowski had founded new research methods, he was still, at least in modern terms, bias due to prejudice and the beliefs of Western Society in the early 20th Century. Despite this, and other controversies around Malinowski (See his later Journal: A Diary In The Strict Sense of The Term, 1966) I have a sense of respect for Malinowski as a pioneer of his time, paving the way for later ethnographers and theorists such as Chagnon, Herdt, Mauss, Strathern and Weiner, many of whom cite his work rigorously.


Mauss, M., 1966. The gift; forms and functions of exchange in archaic societies, Cohen & West, London, pp 6-23.
Marcel Mauss published an important piece of literature on exchange and its forms and values in societies around the globe. My main criticism of some of his theory, especially the ‘Potlatch’ is that it is based on the notion that his outlined ‘contracts’, when broken, will result in warfare. However, as a main antagonist for Weiner’s theoretical work, and a core thinker in modern anthropology, his book holds relevance and will be useful to make contrasts in my Presentation.

Weiner, A.B., 1980, Women of Value, Men of Renown, New Perspectives in Trobriand Exchange, University of Texas, USA.
50 years on from Malinowski’s first interactions with the Trobriand Islanders, another series of fieldwork expeditions and following ethnographies follow. This time, however, the author is a modern-day feminist. Annette Weiner followed up the original works by giving us many new perspectives on South Pacific cultures, especially in Papua New Guinea. One of Weiner’s many ethnographic case-studies on the Kiriwinans of the Trobriand Islands, Women of Value, Men of Renown explores, in great depth, all aspects of the Islanders’ culture. From Birth, marriage and death rituals, relations and politics, to cosmology values and sex/gender roles. What is key here, however, is how Weiner continues to bring the book together by concluding all of the afore-mentioned subjects into sub-categories of the main topic of the book; Exchange. Weiner shows us how exchange is embodied in all parts of a society, hence its importance in this portfolio. The works of Annette Weiner create a useful dichotomy with that of Malinowski, the only limitations of which could be considered to be a bias of viewpoint by the observer/participant, due to sex or ethnicity, which could be argued as a case for any works, however, both sides would appear to be covered in this situation. In some sort of homage to Malinowski, Weiner opens each chapter with a citation from a variety of his works.

Weiner, A.B., 1992, Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving, University of California Press, Berkeley.
In more recent years, it has been less common to find completely new or profound anthropological material, and moreover, difficult to find anything that heavily contrasts or challenges earlier works in the same field. Strathern, for example, builds on others’ ideas, theorising around the work of others, drawing diplomatic conclusions from light criticism and the use of comparative rhetoric. Refreshingly, after long years of study and research, Weiner offers up her theoretical work on exchange. Inalienable Possessions challenges previous theory work by Mauss in The Gift (1966). The most interesting part for me as far as this project is concerned is the ‘Paradox of Keeping While Giving’ that she puts forward in the introductory chapter, which can be seen in action in Kiriwinan practices such as the Kula Ring (See for detail, Malinowski, 1932, Weiner, 1980). Weiner proves herself again in this book, not only as a theologian but as an experienced and well-read anthropologist; citing various big thinkers and anthropological theories and concepts, such as Levi-Strauss, Marx and Strathern, Weiner uses all the right tools to deliver a concise and relevant piece of work.
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Exchange 

in 

Trobriand 

Terms

•

Weiner’s later work; 

Inalienable Possessions (1992)

, following the 

ethnography of the Trobrianders put new light on the 

conceptions and ideologies of exchange, not just in their own 

societies, but offering a new insight into exchange in ‘Western’ 

culture.

•

Weiner presented  exchange as the ‘basic framework around 

which forms of social patterns are organized’ (1980, pp. 212) and 

went on to declare it the mechanism for autonomy and 

dependence to co-exist.

•

Yams are the main form of ‘wealth’ and are exchanged between 

families for various purposes, and grown in abundance, to be 

displayed as a sign of affluence.

•

This is where the concept of ‘alienable’ and ‘inalienable’ 

possessions can be seen in action, as there are crops grown for 

exchange, and crops grown for personal subsistence.

•

Gifts exchanged following marriage comprise largely of yams, 

and once married, a man must still grow yams for his sisters’ 

families.

•

Yams become invaluable once cooked, as they are no longer 

storable, so cannot be used for currency.
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Weiner’s later work; Inalienable Possessions (1992), following the ethnography of the Trobrianders put new light on the conceptions and ideologies of exchange, not just in their own societies, but offering a new insight into exchange in ‘Western’ culture.

Weiner presented  exchange as the ‘basic framework around which forms of social patterns are organized’ (1980, pp. 212) and went on to declare it the mechanism for autonomy and dependence to co-exist.

Yams are the main form of ‘wealth’ and are exchanged between families for various purposes, and grown in abundance, to be displayed as a sign of affluence.

This is where the concept of ‘alienable’ and ‘inalienable’ possessions can be seen in action, as there are crops grown for exchange, and crops grown for personal subsistence.

Gifts exchanged following marriage comprise largely of yams, and once married, a man must still grow yams for his sisters’ families.

Yams become invaluable once cooked, as they are no longer storable, so cannot be used for currency.
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The ‘Kula 

Ring’; Giving-

While-

Keeping

•

The ‘Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving’ (Weiner, 

1992) – The Kula ring provides a way for men to 

gain renown among their people

•

‘Keeping’ and ‘Giving’ were given different 

emphasis by Malinowski and Weiner.

•

Malinowski saw the renown gained by the act of 

giving between 

Kula 

‘partners’

•

Weiner however, describes the Kula as a device of 

power and magic, and puts emphasis on what is 

kept – a man will not give away the most prized 

of the 

Kula

artefacts, but hopes that by being a 

renowned giver, he will receive objects of greater 

significance and power.

•

These exchanges can also be seen as a substitute 

for warfare and warriors, as the journey can be 

treacherous, and the renown gained from being a 

successful 

Kula

trader.
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The ‘Kula Ring’; Giving-While-Keeping

The ‘Paradox of Keeping-While-Giving’ (Weiner, 1992) – The Kula ring provides a way for men to gain renown among their people

‘Keeping’ and ‘Giving’ were given different emphasis by Malinowski and Weiner.

Malinowski saw the renown gained by the act of giving between Kula ‘partners’

Weiner however, describes the Kula as a device of power and magic, and puts emphasis on what is kept – a man will not give away the most prized of the Kula artefacts, but hopes that by being a renowned giver, he will receive objects of greater significance and power.

These exchanges can also be seen as a substitute for warfare and warriors, as the journey can be treacherous, and the renown gained from being a successful Kula trader.
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Exchange through 

Magic

•

Weiner embodied the use of spells by the 

natives as a metaphor of their knowledge of, 

and connection to their environment (1980)

•

In fishing, Magic is an exchange made between 

the user and the ‘

Baloma’ –

Ancestral spirits who 

reside on the isle of 

Tuma

•

‘Garden’ magic is used, but only in crops tended 

for others - subsistence crops may not use magic 

as the product of personal gardens immediately 

becomes a source of food, and never a basis of 

exchange


Microsoft_PowerPoint_Slide5.sldx
Exchange through Magic

Weiner embodied the use of spells by the natives as a metaphor of their knowledge of, and connection to their environment (1980)

In fishing, Magic is an exchange made between the user and the ‘Baloma’ – Ancestral spirits who reside on the isle of Tuma

‘Garden’ magic is used, but only in crops tended for others - subsistence crops may not use magic as the product of personal gardens immediately becomes a source of food, and never a basis of exchange
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Spiritual Exchange

•

For Kiriwinans, sexual intercourse and 

pregnancy are not related, though sexual 

activity and experience is of high importance 

in their culture (see for details; Malinowski, 

1932, Weiner, 1979, 1980, 1988)

•

Instead, a married woman will swim in the 

‘scum’ that lies on the surface on the sea 

around the shores.

•

The spirits of the Isle of 

Tuma

, the 

Baloma

(ancestral relatives of the chosen vessel)

, 

will 

enter the woman’s body, returning to their 

original matrilineal family bloodline, a cyclic  

exchange between a family and it’s ancestors.

•

This independence of women in 

reproduction emphasises their power not 

only in nature but in culture too.
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Spiritual Exchange


For Kiriwinans, sexual intercourse and pregnancy are not related, though sexual activity and experience is of high importance in their culture (see for details; Malinowski, 1932, Weiner, 1979, 1980, 1988)

Instead, a married woman will swim in the ‘scum’ that lies on the surface on the sea around the shores.

The spirits of the Isle of Tuma, the Baloma (ancestral relatives of the chosen vessel), will enter the woman’s body, returning to their original matrilineal family bloodline, a cyclic  exchange between a family and it’s ancestors.

This independence of women in reproduction emphasises their power not only in nature but in culture too.
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Descent and Kinship

•

Through exchange the Kiriwinans have formed and 

maintained what is for all intents an purposes, an 

gender-equal society.

•

Though the role of ‘chief’ is predominantly held by a 

man, he will have wives in each of the villages under 

his command.

•

As descent in Trobriand bloodlines is matrilineal, it is 

the women who inherit affluence, and pass it on to 

their daughters.

•

Leaving somewhat of an existential lack of 

requirement for men that could be seen as a 

benefiting factor for the emergence of the Kula.
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Descent and Kinship

Through exchange the Kiriwinans have formed and maintained what is for all intents an purposes, an gender-equal society.

Though the role of ‘chief’ is predominantly held by a man, he will have wives in each of the villages under his command.

As descent in Trobriand bloodlines is matrilineal, it is the women who inherit affluence, and pass it on to their daughters.

Leaving somewhat of an existential lack of requirement for men that could be seen as a benefiting factor for the emergence of the Kula.
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Mauss’ ‘Gift’ of Contrast

Mauss believes that there is ‘no such thing as a 

free gift’ – (1966)

•

He terms giving as bestowing an obligation of 

reciprocity. Revanchieren in German

•

The ‘Potlatch’ study he performed found similar 

methods of exchange between native tribes of North 

America and the Pacific, and indeed in our own modern 

societies

•

The Kula ring is a competition of outdoing eachother by 

gift-giving.

•

He creates a dichotomy of the values of exchange in 

male and female terms
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Mauss’ ‘Gift’ of Contrast



Mauss believes that there is ‘no such thing as a free gift’ – (1966)

He terms giving as bestowing an obligation of reciprocity. Revanchieren in German

The ‘Potlatch’ study he performed found similar methods of exchange between native tribes of North America and the Pacific, and indeed in our own modern societies

The Kula ring is a competition of outdoing eachother by gift-giving.

He creates a dichotomy of the values of exchange in male and female terms
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Stored Wealth

Some Conclusions

•

Seen through Weiner’s eyes, the notion of keeping-

while-giving is present in our own society and 

history too.

•

The same can be said for her theory of inalienable 

possessions – land, wealth, power and influence, 

which are passed down in namesakes and 

bloodlines.

•

Affluence and renown through exchange for the 

Trobrianders are generated in a peaceful, cash-free 

society, where no one person can force their 

opinions on another, or make them work if they 

do not want to. (Malinowski, 1932)

•

This could be regarded as the idealistic ‘anarchic’ 

society.

noun: Anarchy

2. absence of government and absolute freedom of the individual, 

regarded as a political ideal.
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Some Conclusions





Seen through Weiner’s eyes, the notion of keeping-while-giving is present in our own society and history too.

The same can be said for her theory of inalienable possessions – land, wealth, power and influence, which are passed down in namesakes and bloodlines.

Affluence and renown through exchange for the Trobrianders are generated in a peaceful, cash-free society, where no one person can force their opinions on another, or make them work if they do not want to. (Malinowski, 1932)

This could be regarded as the idealistic ‘anarchic’ society.

	noun: Anarchy

2. absence of government and absolute freedom of the individual, regarded as a political ideal.
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•

Anarchy – An idealistic society free from a ruling government, allowing each individual total 

autonomy. From the Greek, ‘Anarkhos’, meaning, without a ruler.

•

Matrilineal – A society based around the principle of female kinship and bloodlines as opposed 

to Patrilineal, this bloodline system can exist in a patriarchal society.

•

Matriarchy – A society led by the decisions of a female ruler/chief.

•

Dichotomy – The division of two separate entities, or the amalgamation of perceived difference 

in values of two opposites.

•

Exchange – The applied notion of giving and receiving, not just trade of items of equal value, 

but in ritual, cultivation and kinship practices.

•

Polygyny – The marriage practices of the chiefs of the Trobrianders; they take several wives, 

each from a village they rule over. Specifically men having multiple sexual partners.

•

Kinship – The relationship between individuals, either sanguine or by marriage.

•

Society – A group of people sharing in ideologies and beliefs, forming a culture.
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Malinowski’s ‘Argonauts’ 

•

The famous Bronislaw Malinowski wrote the 

first participant observation ethnography of the 

Trobriand Islanders - Kiriwinans.

•

Focusing on all aspects of their culture, he 

wrote 

‘Argonauts of the Western Pacific’ ‘The 

Sexual Life of Savages

’, first published 1929.

•

Though his work is still important in 

anthropology today, some of his views are now 

seen as outdated

•

His research revolved heavily around the men 

and their activities, leaving women to be 

defined as a secondary, supportive element in 

their culture, something addressed later by 

Weiner. (1980, 1988, 1992)
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Malinowski’s ‘Argonauts’ 

The famous Bronislaw Malinowski wrote the first participant observation ethnography of the Trobriand Islanders - Kiriwinans.

Focusing on all aspects of their culture, he wrote ‘Argonauts of the Western Pacific’ ‘The Sexual Life of Savages’, first published 1929.

Though his work is still important in anthropology today, some of his views are now seen as outdated

His research revolved heavily around the men and their activities, leaving women to be defined as a secondary, supportive element in their culture, something addressed later by Weiner. (1980, 1988, 1992)
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Weiner and the True Value 

of Trobriand Women

•

Many years after the 

fieldwork of Malinowski, 

Weiner conducted her 

own, in a nearby village to 

the one Malinowski had 

mostly resided at.

•

Though Malinowski was 

undoubtedly thorough in 

his work, Weiner, using 

gender to her advantage 

uncovered the true roles 

and purposes of women in 

Trobriand society.
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Many years after the fieldwork of Malinowski, Weiner conducted her own, in a nearby village to the one Malinowski had mostly resided at.

Though Malinowski was undoubtedly thorough in his work, Weiner, using gender to her advantage uncovered the true roles and purposes of women in Trobriand society.
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