RESEARCH ASSIGNMENT: My Mother’s Ring

The object I have chosen as the focus of my research assignment is my mothers ring. This is not to say, a specific ring that belongs to me, the author, and not any other ring that any other person owns, which originally belonged to their mother. But the idea of a ring, that may have some value (monetary) attached to it, that is passed down from an older individual to a younger one due to a kinship relation. However, I am going to view this in two ways; firstly, the ring that I own, that was passed down to me from my mother, and then the wider theory around which an individual is passed down a ring from an older family member. When looking at specific cases such as ethnography, I will examine within the realm of my ring, the tangible object and when thinking about the theoretical, I will use the idea of one inheriting a ring, and what it may stand for in a broader sense rather than the specific object in my possession.   I think this is interesting because when an object like a ring is passed down in a family, there are many things through which the passing down can be understood – exchange – as sometimes the exchange of objects is to secure the future safety of an individual (Like a dowry except in receiving my mother’s ring no marriage was involved… …on my part.). Social Hierarchies – as the ability of an individual to pass down or receive an item within kinship unit hangs on the financial security - past, and present (as well as future) because as is the case with my mother’s ring (the one that belongs to I, the author, not the theory of a ring that belongs to an individual inherited by their parent) if an item is made of a valuable material or has some monetary value beyond a kinship group or family unit in times of hardship one may have to part with such an object. 
To use the context of the specific item in my possession, I feel it necessary to give a brief breakdown on what that item is. The ring in question which belonged to my mother and goes no further back in the family is a traditional Sardinian wedding ring (the island of my mother’s birth) it is handmade, of gold, and was purchased by my mother after she married my father in the late 80’s. This since my mother like many in Sardinia grew up in near poverty and as recounted to me by her, anything made of gold in the family possession (she was specifically talking about a medal honouring the service of a family member in world war 1) was sold and melted down due to the rife poverty the family experienced that was wide spread, and the desperate need to feed family members. While that piece of context is personal, I did find on websites specialising in Sardinian jewellery context which suggested while such rings were formerly worn only in the event of engagement and marriage they had in modern times become decorative pieces(Kokku.co.uk, 2018), perhaps one might suggest due to the fact that as the advancement of the technology means the world is more open, people in better financial situations with similar context growing up to my mother are able to purchase items related to a culture they grew up in but could not afford the traditional components of. It is worth noting, the specific website I am talking about is a “.co.uk” website not a “.com” or “.it” website meaning that while it claims to sell genuine Italian jewellery, it is not based in the place it is commercialising and commodifying the culture of (Though the statement of the particular website I am focusing on due to the similarity of the rings they are selling, compared to the one I own.) – perhaps due to the fact that modern day Sardinia still experiences many of the problems it did previously, such as financial and political unrest.

Firstly, I will examine my object through the lense of social hierarchies. Social hierarchies in simple terms is the way in which society is divided or separated into groups. One ethnography which could be related to this is William Roseberry’s ‘The Rise of Yuppie Coffees and the Reimagination of Class in the United States’ (1996). ‘The Rise of Yuppie Coffees and the Reimagination of Class in the United States’ is about the marketing of Coffee drinks amid declining sales to specific groups of people outlined in the ethnography based on class, gender financial position and so forth. This is done off the basis of giving people what they want (or think they want) and feeding off fears such as caffeine (pp765). This fits in perfectly to the idea of my mother’s ring because my mother’s ring, being handmade, of a relatively valuable material (Gold) and sourced in a way that can be considered sustainable. Comparably, the Coffee in the ethnography mentions far flung locations such as Zabar (pp763) and my mother’s ring being from Sardinia, made in Sardinia and made according to traditional Sardinian customs. This, comparable when the ring’s original context (Sardinia) is placed against the personal context of England – where my mother and I reside and where my mother gave me the ring.
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Figure 1: My mothers ring. A traditional handcrafted wedding style band with elements designed to mimic corn, meant to represent prosperity within a marriage. (Source: Elena Prior)
The argument that my mother’s ring relates to ‘The Rise of Yuppie Coffees and the Reimagination of Class in the United States’ because of objects in differing context to that of is origin is not the one that I am trying to hinge on. In Yuppie Coffee’s the coffee (and the coffee machines that it is hinted at make the actual money) are sold on the idea of premium. This can be related to my mothers ring (and indeed rings of that style) as I have noted before there have been an uptake in individuals buying this style of ring for themselves, when one compares the fact that the culture of Sardinia from which these rings hail is also one of poverty, much in the way the coffee’s are exclusive because only the well off (especially for those thousand dollar coffee machines) would be able to afford them, the only people able to afford these rings that offer a slice of traditional culture would be, it seems either those not from that culture (In the way it notes people buying coffee with the beans coming from poorer countries) or those no longer amongst that culture (in the way my mother did when she left Sardinia, and the way the shop that sells those rings did being apparently based in the UK, and might I add written in English.) Overall, what I am trying to say is that my mothers ring can be considered an object representing social hierarchies because of the way it could possibly be inaccessible to people from that culture remaining within that context, showing a relation to social hierarchy because only those with relative wealth in Sardinia or those who had left Sardinia (only to return for a brief spell) would be able to afford it, implying the same exclusivity to this item in the way coffee was in the ethnography. Furthermore, though completely unrelated to the ethnography the idea of my mother’s ring implies connections to social hierarchies because the ring itself had to be purchased, which required a degree of expendable income to do so. In addition to this, as mentioned before, the existence of such an item within a family relies on financial stability past and present, as was in the case of the war medal, anything that could be sold off was sold off in the face of financial difficulty to feed family.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The second topic which I am going to attempt to relate to my mother’s ring (the physical and theoretical object) is exchange. This because while the act of my mother giving me her ring was a one way transaction – I did not give her any money, nor anything else for that matter – and the idea of inheriting an object from one’s kin does not usually involve an act of reciprocity (as often the act of inheriting is post-mortem so you can try and slip them a tenner but they’re dead and cannot in anyway understand that you are attempting to reciprocate what you have been given) could be considered in some way false as it is not uncommon to read in the media cases where the family of an individual have been disinherited for not performing what the ‘giver’ or ‘non-giver’ in this case would perceive as their duty as a member of the family. And items which are passed down are passed down because of their value, perceived or otherwise. I would not put it past my mother when she is older and in need of help and care, to remind me of the items she gave to me her only daughter as an act of familial love, and for my turn to be to oversee that she gets the care that she needs. Basically, what I am saying is while inheriting may look like a one-way street it is often bestowed on those that have performed some degree of familial duty, and while this may not apply to everyone it can be viewed as an act of reciprocity because in exchange for the individual on the receiving end being a good family member they get possessions from an older family member. This can be related to the Kula ring well, and not because it’s called the Kula ‘ring’. The Kula ring is a traditional practice first documented by Malinovsky in ‘Argonauts of the Western Pacific’ (1922) and has since been documented many times over, such as in ‘The Gift’ (1967) by Mauss and Evans-Prichard as a process of reciprocity and gift exchange in which Among other islands in Papua New Guinea, Trobriand islanders exchange objects from island to island to island, with some objects changing hands multiple times, and with only distinguished members being allowed to take part and those perceived to do some kind of wrong punished by society by being barred from the practice. The items exchanged are jewellery made of such things as tortoise shell. This ethnography not only relates with my chosen object but helps illustrate the way in which one may consider it an item connected to the theme of exchange. The items exchanged in the Kula ring, much like my mother’s ring are completely useless. (in fact, if magpies were killers my mothers ring could get me killed.) That is, they are completely useless to everyday life on face value, they don’t help obtain food by retaining the item in one’s possession, they’re not going to ward off harm (unless someone threatens you and you buy them off with your mother’s ring) however, they do have value in that they mean something to a group of people – a well loved item within the Kula ring could get an individual a good exchange or perhaps even an obtained status. Similarly, my mothers ring in addition to bring worth money due to the material it is made of, like the items of a Kula ring means something to a group of people, as can be observed in the image ‘Figure one’ the ring, features meticulously handmade decoration which is actually meant to be ears of corn, apparently, that symbolise wealth and prosperity (something valued within a marriage – the original intended purpose of the ring) As interesting as this is, this is nothing to do with my core argument -that the ring inherited from my mother is an object of exchange. Much in the way as highlighted above in the case study of the Kula ring, items are passed from person to person due to relationships in an act of reciprocity, much in the way my mother has given me her ring now so that in the future when she needs help and support in her old age I will remember the ring she gave me (and on some wider level, I guess, the promise it symbolises) and in return for her giving me the ring and recognising me as her only daughter, honour that distinction by taking care of her. However, the Trobriand island exchange is more of an instant or simultaneous exchange, meanwhile I received my ring when I was 16 and probably won’t have to make good on my end of the bargain for another 15 years if I’m lucky.
Overall it can be said that the object I have reviewed, my mother’s ring – both the physical object and the theory of one being handed down an item from an older family member can be considered an object representing social hierarchies and exchange, as stated above.
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