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2.2 Areas of inquiry: production,
exchange and consumption

Name: Class: Date: Total: 30 marks

KEY WORDS reciprocity • gift • market • consumption • embedded
• potlatch

Objective
Study the area of inquiry production, exchange and consumption 、 :
gifts and reciprocity, markets and money, and what objects mean, through ethnographies.

You must be able to:

• explain the three types of reciprocity (Sahlins)
• explain Mauss’ theory of the gift
• explain how markets are embedded in social relations
• explain consumption as a way of making identity
• apply these ideas to ethnographic examples

1 Key knowledge and worked examples

Reciprocity (Marshall Sahlins, 1972)

type meaning example
generalized giving without counting; return is

expected some day
sharing food in a family

balanced a fair return within a known time wedding gifts returned at
the next wedding

negative trying to get more than you give haggling, theft

The gift
Marcel Mauss, The Gift (1925): gifts are never free; there are obligations to give, to
receive and to repay. Refusing a gift can insult; failing to repay lowers status. The
potlatch of Northwest Coast peoples, where chiefs gave away or destroyed wealth,
shows gifts as a way to gain status.

International Baccalaureate ·IB Diploma ·Social and Cultural Anthropology ·HL • 2.2 Areas of inquiry: production, exchange and consumption 1
exercises.lol exercises.com.cn

Markets and consumption
Karl Polanyi: markets are embedded in society: rules, trust and relationships shape
them. Consumption is not only using up goods: people use objects to express
identity and belonging. Daniel Miller studied how shopping expresses love and care
within families (A Theory of Shopping, 1998).

Worked application. Red envelopes (hongbao) at Chinese New Year: money given
in a gift form. Amounts often avoid the number 4, which sounds like “death”, and
often include 8, linked to wealth. The money is less important than the relationship
it marks (generalized reciprocity between generations; balanced reciprocity between
families).

2 Practice
2.1 Distinguish generalized from balanced reciprocity, with an example of each. [2]

2.2 Explain Mauss’ three obligations of the gift, using red envelopes as the example. [3]

give receive repay

the relationship continues

2.3 Explain what Polanyi meant by markets being embedded, with an example. [4]
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2.4 Explain how consumption can create identity and belonging, using one ethno-
graphic example. [6]

3 Exam-style questions
3.1 (Paper 2 style.) “There is no such thing as a free gift.” Discuss with reference to two
ethnographic examples. [15]

return?
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