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Trobriand archipelago
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travels of one mwal
between 1938 and 1976
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>>> footage from: Kula: Ring of Power, Jutta Malnic, Michael Balson et al. , 2000 
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Marcel Mauss on the gift

"Essai sur le don: Forme et raison de l'échange dan s 
les sociétés archaïques", l'Année Sociologique , 
1923-1924.

#  as "un des rocs humains sur 
lesquels sont batis nos sociétés"

#  as involving a threefold obligati-
on: to give, to receive, to give in 
return



Mauss' views are Hobbesian:
warre into contract

by restraining themselves and agreeing to stick to 
rules humans "get themselves out from that mis-
erable condition of warre , which is necessarily 
consequent to the natural Passions of men, when 
there is no visible Power to keep them in awe.”

Hobbes 1972 [1651]: 223

Thomas Hobbes

contract : in Hobbes the state, in Mauss the (reciprocal) gi ft



“Societies have progressed ... in so far as they ... have succeeded in 
stabilizing relationships, giving, receiving, and finally, giving in return. To 
trade, the first condition was to be able to lay aside the spear. From then 
onwards, they succeeded in exchanging goods and persons ... Only then
did people learn how to create mutual interests, giving mutual satisfac-
tion, and, in the end, to defend them without having to resort to arms”
(Mauss, 1990: 82). 

“natural state” (état naturel) of “war, isolation and stagnation" overcome 
through “alliances, gift and commerce” and by “opposing reason to 
emotion” - in the natural state, the “fundamental motives for human 
action: emulation between individuals of the same sex, that < basic 
imperialism of human beings >” (ibid.: p. 65) still had free reign 

reciprocal exchange 
subdues natural state of war



Hobbes’s Leviathan :
from warre to contract

“The final Cause, End or Designe of men ... in the introduction of ... 
restraint upon themselves, ... is the foresight of their own preservation, 
and of a more contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting themselves 
out from that miserable condition of Warre, which is necessarily 
consequent to the natural Passions of men, when there is no visible 
Power to keep them in awe” (Hobbes 1972 [1651]: 223). 



a recent Maussian perspective (Barraud et al.
1994, following Louis Dumont) - three quotes:

every-day exchanges in a village as a value-
orientated matrix "which is constantly renewed and is 
constitutive for the persons involved, including the 
dead and the spirits" 

"in every society, certain “ideas/values” perpetuate 
themselves beyond the life or death of particular 
individuals, imposing themselves in all the various 
sorts of social relations"

“subjects and objects intertwine ceaselessly in a tissue of relations 
which make of exchanges the permanent locus where these societies 
reaffirm, again and again, their highest values”

Of Relations and the Dead: Four 
Societies Viewed from the Angle of 
Their Exchanges 



constitutive assumption (both in American Boasian
tradition and in French Durkheimian/Maussian tradition):

being human means having entered a different order of 
existence: the intellectually, spiritually, and morally 

superior world of society, language, and culture

DISCIPLINARY IDENTITY 
OF ETHNOLOGY



"No biology in connection with human 
culture and human morality!": 

the Revue du M.A.U.S.S.

e.g. / cf Louis Dumont, who criticizes functionalist/transactionalist individualism 
as an ethnocentric, modern-western viewpoint



"M.A.U.S.S." :  Mouvement Anti-
Utilitariste en Sciences Sociales



"economic elements enter into tribal life in all its aspects -
social, customary, legal and magico-religious - and are in 
turn controlled by these"

"[the] constant economic undertow to all public and 
private activities" 

"[a] materialistic streak which runs through all their 
doings"

the utilitarian/functionalist nature 
of the Malinowskian approach:

Malinowski 1921: 15-16, 8



in a Malinowskian vein,

- criticizes the Maussian approach for neglecting the 
calculation of outputs and the maximization of returns

- analyzes ritual exchanges as strategic activities aimed 
at increasing power and inequality (not so much as 
adhering to basic ideas/values)

Annette Weiner, 
Inalienable posessions , 
1992:



La Revue du MAUSS semestrielle, n°31:

L’homme est-il un animal
sympathique ? Le contr’Hobbes

Premier semestre 2008, MAUSS/La Découverte, 335 p., 22 euros

REMIT: "critiquer cette identification de la vie et de la nature à l’utilité et à la fonctionnalité" (26)

AGAINST: "L’irréductibilité de l’intérêt pour autrui – ou si l’on préfère de la sympathie ou de 
l’empathie – à l’intérêt pour soi." (12)

AGAINST: "L’étroite rhétorique du soupçon caractéristique du regard scientiste et du dogmatisme 
utilitariste qui en barre la voie" (27)

CF: "Il y a bien, au coeur de la nature humaine, « un désir désintéressé du bonheur d’autrui »
(Hutcheson) qui prend sa source dans une autre « affection naturelle » que l’amour-propre ou le 
désir d’un avantage privé. Et ce sont ces affections bienveillantes qui, pour Shaftesbury, tiennent 
ensemble les sociétés, tant elles font partie des dons innés de chaque individu, comme son sens 
du bien et du mal." (11)



Maussians see human individuals not primarily as biological 
organisms, but as moral subjects formed and transformed - for 
instance, from living to dead - through the ritual and intergener-
ational bestowal of souls, names, titles, rights, and duties that 
are part of the family clan

underlying view of humans in 
Durkheimian/Maussian approaches



constitutive assumption (both in American Boasian
tradition and in French Durkheimian/Maussian tradition):

being human means having entered a different order of 
existence: the intellectually, spiritually, and morally 

superior world of society, language, and culture

DISCIPLINARY IDENTITY 
OF ETHNOLOGY



Kant: subjectiviteit (Geist) is nooit
tot iets objectiefs te herleiden



both in the French Durkheimian/Maussian tradition and in the American Boasian 
tradition it is presupposed that:

being human means having entered a different order of existence: the intellectually, 
spiritually, and morally superior world of society, language, and culture

Franz BoasMarcel Mauss

disciplinary identity of 
mainstream ethnology



most continental-European philosophers:

"biology cannot deal with the most essential aspect  of being human, 
to wit distance-à-soi , self-consciousness, moral responsibility"

a dualistic view of humans: social contract/order (and 
morality in general) constitutes a rupture with natural order

Scheler

Habermas

Ricoeur

Imm. Kant
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Tree of Life, based on rRNA sequences 
sampled from about 3,000 species



Cooperating capuchin monkeys (de Waal and Brosnan)



the gift of life: a moral economy in vampire bats 
(Desmodus rotundus )



ESF Program COCOR  
Cooperation in Corvids



- Modelling the neurological basis of cooperation in birds 

- Evolutionary economic models of cooperation 
- Cooperation experiments in captivity 

- Observations of naturally occurring cooperation

Corvid flocks represent individualized societies with members selectively 
exchanging low- and high-risks behaviours such as preening and coalition 
formation. Recent studies emphasize a crucial role of affiliate relationships 
that may form between siblings but also between non-related individuals. 
What is not yet clear is to what extent individuals make tactical use of their 
relations in cooperative interactions.

Research Lines of ESF Program 
COCOR -Cooperation in Corvids



collectively hunting Neanderthals
(Neumark Nord, Germany)



ALTRUISM (COOPERATION)

# kin-based/nepotistic altruism (Hamilton 1964)

# reciprocal altruism : tit-for-tat (Trivers 1971)

# strong reciprocity : large-group cooperation by 
unrelated individuals; multilevel/group-selected; combined 
with altruistic punishment (E. Fehr)

cf reputation-based cooperation : third parties reward individuals 
with reputation (e.g., Ache of Paraguay); cf. costly signalling theory 
(Zahavi 1997)
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"Darwin is Hobbes 
read into nature": 
uterine cannibalism 
in the sandtiger shark

Odontaspididae 

Odontaspididae



altruism is <warre> (struggle for 
life) pursued with different means



Niko Tinbergen 1963: On Aims and Methods in 
Ethology. Zeitschrift für Tierpsychologie 20: 410-433 

"proximate mechanisms"  (how organisms work)

vs.

"ultimate mechanisms" (how selection shaped current forms)

a cornerstones of behavioural biology, unknown to 
Hobbes and not understood by many ethnologists



TER DISCUSSIE

Hobbes proximaal (mbt ontogenese) te eenzijdig: mensen tevens zeer 
sociaal

Hobbes distaal (mbt phylogenese) correct: altruism even self-serving als 
agressie (maar niet intentioneel, niet bewust gekozen)

in deze tweede zin zijn we "born selfish"

"selfish" is hier een heuristische metafoor; genen niet letterlijk een kind of 
mens dat bewust altijd en overal op eigen voordeel uit is

samenlevingen zijn overwegend naturwuchsig, natuurlijk - niet gewild of 
gepland

onze evolved human nature werkt door in onze keuzen (bounded rational 
choice)
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it is a serious "error to think that natural selection as a cruel and  pitiless 
process can only have produced cruel and pitiless creatures" (58)

but ...
terminology at odds with the evolutionary paradigm: altruism 
etc not "better" or "worse" than a crocodile's aggression; both 
are pathways to selective advantage

FdW therefore not even starting to address the Hobbesian-
Darwinian challenge to the mainstream Western moral 
worldview, to wit that nature is not intrinsically anything that 
can offer comfort or solace, but just warre - that there is no 
higher sense, no deeper meaning

Crocodilus niloticus

Frans de Waal 2006 : Primates and Philosophers

"deep down we are ... truly moral", against the view that mor-
ality is a cultural overlay hiding a selfish, brutish nature (p. 6)

our species is "naturally moral" and shows up "genuine 
kindness" (11)



“the dominance of neo-relativist, hermeneutic, critical, 
symbolic, deconstructionist, and interpretive versions 
of the social science enterprise [involves] a retreat 
from science and the very idea of objective 
knowledge” (Fox 1989).

“ ... the systematic study of meaning, the 
vehicles of meaning, and the understanding 
of meaning [should be] at the very centre of 
research and analysis: ... anthropology, or 
anyway cultural anthropology, [as] a 
hermeneutical discipline” (Geertz 1995)

versus

TWO VIEWS OF ANTHROPOLOGY



two classics of ethnology, highly controversial
because of their life-sciences approaches

Freeman (1983) on Mead’s culturalist 
and relativist Coming of Age in Samoa 
(1928): the role of biological factors 
(jealousy, abuse, rape, violence, and 
suicide) neglected by her

Chagnon (1968) stresses the inclus-
ive fitness of male warriors; the more 
women they realize access to, the 
better the proliferation of their genes



EXAMPLE: Marshall Sahlins
criticizing biological approaches 
to human culture

“[While] the human world depends on ... organic
characteristics supplied by biological evolution ... its 
freedom from biology consists in just the capacity to 
give these their own sense. 

In the symbolic event, a radical discontinuity is introd-
uced between culture and nature. ... 

The symbolic system of culture is not just an expression 
of human nature, but has a form and a dynamic consis-
tent with its properties as meaningful, which make it an 
invention in nature”

(Sahlins, 1976)
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