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Early in the present century, anthropologists
were surprised to discover that certain primitive
tribes engaged in conspicuous consumption and
conspicuous waste to a degree unmatched by
even the most wasteful of modern consumer
economies. Ambitious, status-hungry men were
found competing with each other for approval by
giving huge feasts. The rival feast givers judged
each other by the amount of food they provided,
and a feast was a success only if the guests could
eat until they were stupefied, stagger off into the
bush, stick their fingers down their throats,
vomit, and come back for more.

The most bizarre instance of status seeking
was discovered among the American Indians who
formerly inhabited the coastal regions of South-
ern Alaska, British Columbia, and Washington.
Here the status seekers practiced what seems like
a maniacal form of conspicuous consumption and
conspicuous waste known as potlatch. The object
of potlatch was to give away or destroy more
wealth than one’s rival. If the potlatch giver was a
powerful chief, he might attempt to shame his ri-
vals and gain everlasting admiration from his fol-
lowers by destroying food, clothing, and money.
Sometimes he might even seek prestige by burn-
ing down his own house.

Potlatch was made famous by Ruth Benedict
in her book Patterns of Culture, which describes
how potlatch operated among the Kwakiutl, the
aboriginal inhabitants of Vancouver Island. Bene-
dict thought that potlatch was part of a megalo-
maniacal lifestyle characteristic of Kwakiutl
culture in general. It was the “cup” God had
given them to drink from. Ever since, potlatch
has been a monument to the belief that cultures
are the creations of inscrutable forces and de-
ranged personalities. As a result of reading Pat-
terns of Culture, experts in many fields concluded
that the drive for prestige makes a shambles of at-
tempts to explain lifestyles in terms of practical
and mundane factors.

I want to show here that the Kwakiutl pot-
latch was not the result of maniacal whims, but
of definite economic and ecological conditions.
When these conditions are absent, the need to be

admired and the drive for prestige express them-
selves in completely different lifestyle practices.
Inconspicuous consumption replaces conspicu-
ous consumption, conspicuous waste is forbid-
den, and there are no competitive status seekers.

The Kwakiutl used to live in plank-house vil-
lages set close to the shore in the midst of cedar
and fir rain forests. They fished and hunted along
the island-studded sounds and fiords of Vancou-
ver in huge dugout canoes. Always eager to at-
tract traders, they made their villages conspicuous
by erecting on the beach the carved tree trunks
we erroneously call “totem poles.” The carvings
on these poles symbolized the ancestral titles to
which the chiefs of the village laid claim.

A Kwakiutl chief was never content with the
amount of respect he was getting from his own
followers and from neighboring chiefs. He was
always insecure about his status. True enough, the
family titles to which he laid claim belonged to
his ancestors. But there were other people who
could trace descent from the same ancestors and
who were entitled to vie with him for recogni-
tion as a chief. Every chief therefore felt the
obligation to justify and validate his chiefly pre-
tensions. The prescribed manner for doing this
was to hold potlatches. Each potlatch was given
by a host chief and his followers to a guest chief
and his followers. The object of the potlatch was
to show that the host chief was truly entitled to
chiefly status and that he was more exalted than
the guest chief. To prove this point, the host chief
gave the rival chief and his followers quantities of
valuable gifts. The guests would belittle what
they received and vow to hold a return potlatch
at which their own chief would prove that he was
greater than the former host by giving back even
larger quantities of more valuable gifts.

Preparations for potlatch required the accu-
mulation of fresh and dried fish, fish oil, berries,
animal skins, blankets, and other valuables. On
the appointed day, the guests paddled up to the
host village and went into the chiefs house. There
they gorged themselves on salmon and wild
berries while dancers masked as beaver gods and
thunderbirds entertained them.
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ARTICLE 5

his large gardens and his big pig herd and they re-
double their own efforts to make the forthcom-
ing feast 2 memorable one. When he becomes a
big man they want the young candidate to re-
member that they helped him. Finally, they all
get together and build an extra-fine house. The
men go off on one last fishing expedition. The
women harvest yams and collect firewood, ba-
nana leaves, and coconuts. As the guests arrive (as
in the ease of potlatch), the wealth is stacked in
neat piles and put on display for everyone to
count and admire.

On the day of the feast given by a young man
named Atana, Hogbin counted the following
items: 250 pounds of dried fish, 3,000 yam and
coconut cakes, 11 large bowls of yam pudding,
and 8 pigs. All this was the direct result of the
extra work effort organized by Atana. But some
of the guests themselves, anticipating an impor-
tant occasion, brought presents to be added to
the giveaway. Their contributions raised the total
to 300 pounds of fish, 5,000 cakes, 19 bowls of
pudding and 13 pigs. Atana proceeded to divide
this wealth into 257 portions, one each for every
person who had helped him or who had brought
gifts, rewarding some more than others. “Only
the remnants were left for Atana himself)” notes
Hogbin. This is normal for status seckers in
Guadalcanal, who always say: “The giver of the
feast takes the bones and the stale cakes; the meat
and the fat go to the others.”

The feast-giving days of the big man, like
those of the potlatch chiefs, are never over. On
threat of being reduced to commoner status, each
big man is obliged to busy himself with plans and
preparations for the next feast. Since there are
several big men per village and community, these
plans and preparations often lead to complex
competitive maneuvering for the allegiance of
relatives and neighbors. The big men work
harder, worry more, and consume less than any-
body else. Prestige is their only reward.

The big man can be described as a
worker-entrepreneur—the Russians call them
“Stakhanovites”—who renders important ser-
vices to society by raising the level of produc-

THE POTLATCH 27

tion. As a result of the big man’s craving for sta-
tus, more people work harder and produce
more food and other valuables.

Under conditions where everyone has equal
access to the means of subsistence, competitive
feasting serves the practical function of prevent-
ing the labor force from falling back to levels of
productivity that offer no margin of safety in
crises such as war and crop failures. Furthermore,
since there are no formal political institutions ca-
pable of integrating independent villages into a
common economic framework competitive feast-
ing creates an extensive network of economic ex-
pectations. This has the effect of pooling the
productive effort of larger populations than can
be mobilized by any given village. Finally, com-
petitive feasting by big men acts as an automatic
equalizer of annual fluctuations in productivity
among a series of villages that occupy different
microenvironments—seacoast, lagoon, or upland
habitats. Automatically, the biggest feasts in any
given year will be hosted by villages that have en-
joyed conditions of rainfall, temperature, and hu-
midity most favorable to production.

All of these points apply to the Kwakiutl.
The Kwakiutl chiefs were like Melanesian big
men except that they operated with a much
more productive technological inventory in a
richer environment. Like big men, they com-
peted with each other to attract men and
women to their villages. The greatest chiefs
were the best providers and gave the biggest pot-
latches. The chief’s followers shared vicariously
in his prestige and helped him to achieve more
exalted honors. The chiefs commissioned the
carving of the “totem poles.” These were in fact
grandiose advertisements proclaiming by their
height and bold designs that here was a village
with a mighty chief who could cause great
works to be done, and who could protect his
followers from famine and disease. In claiming
hereditary rights to the animal crests carved on
the poles, the chiefs were actually saying that
they were great providers of food and comfort.
Potlatch was a means of telling their rivals to put
up or shut up.
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e little re- and who keep the most and best of everything ~ posed to calculate the precise dollar value of
times. for themselves. At the imperial level, exalted  everything they do for each other. They should
, narrated, divine-right rulers maintain their prestige by  feel free to borrow each other’ shirts or phono-
¢ different building conspicuous palaces, temples, and graph albums and ought not to hesitate to ask for
n adapta- mega-monuments, and validate their right to  favors. In brotherhood and friendship both par-
anities. In hereditary privileges against all challengers—  ties accept the principle that if one has to give
onscious- not by potlatch, but by force of arms. Revers-  more than he takes, it will not affect the solidary
asting is a ing direction, we can go from kings to potlatch  relationship between them. If one friend invites
ch chief’s chiefs to big men, back to egalitarian lifestyles another to dinner, there should be no hesitation
the point in which all competitive displays and conspicu-  in giving or accepting a second or a third invita-
able crav- ous consumption by individuals disappear, and  tion even if the first dinner still remains unrecip-
mpetitive anyone foolish enough to boast about how  rocated. Yet there is a limit to that sort of thing,
' need for great he is gets accused of witchcraft and is  because after a while unreciprocated gift-giving
restige to stoned to death. begins to feel suspiciously like exploitation. In
In the truly egalitarian societies that have sur-  other words, everybody likes to be thought gen-
f prestige vived long enough to be studied by anthropolo-  erous, but nobody wants to be taken for a sucker.
ive to be gists, redistribution in the form of competitive  This is precisely the quandary we get ourselves
na or the feasting does not occur. Instead, the mode of ex-  into at Christmas when we attempt to revert to
OMmic ex- change known as reciprocity predominates. Rec-  the principle of reciprocity in drawing up our
L is, they iprocity is the technical term for an economic  shopping lists. The gift can neither be too cheap
ive effort exchange that takes place between two individu- nor too expensive; and yet our calculations must
bute the als in which neither specifies precisely what is  appear entirely casual, so we remove the price tag.
 to a dif- l expected in return nor when they expect it. Su- But to really see reciprocity in action you
e Kaoka petficially, reciprocal exchanges don’t look like ~ must live in an egalitarian society that doesn’t
worries i exchanges at all. The expectation of one party ~ have money and where nothing can be bought
lse in the ! and obligation of the other remain unstated. One or sold. Everything about reciprocity is opposed
it chief- l party can continue to take from the other for  to precise counting and reckoning of what one
erformed ; quite a while with no resistance from the giver ~ person owes to another. In fact, the whole idea is
ions that ! and no embarrassment in the taker. Nonetheless, to deny that anybody really owes anything. One
ide from 1 the transaction cannot be considered a pure gift. can tell if a lifestyle is based on reciprocity or
on, they f There is an underlying expectation of return,  something else by whether or not people say
he great- ! and if the balance between two individuals gets  thank you. In truly egalitarian societies, it is rude
captives ! too far out of line, eventually the giver will start  to be openly grateful for the receipt of material
point of ! to grumble and gossip. Concern will be shown  goods or services. Among the Semai of central
(wakiutl \ for the taker’s health and sanity, and if the situa-  Malaya, for example, no one ever expresses grati-
formula ! tion does not improve, people begin to suspect  tude for the meat that a hunter gives away in ex-
| fat” for f that the taker is possessed by malevolent spirits  actly equal portions to his companions. Robert
ind stale ‘ or is practicing witchcraft. In egalitarian soci- Dentan, who has lived with the Semai, found
i eties, individuals who consistently violate the  that to say thank you was very rude because 1t
iry line rules of reciprocity are in fact likely to be psy-  suggested either that you were calculating the size
worker- chotic and a menace to their community. of the piece of meat you had been given, or that
reditary We can get some idea of what reciprocal ex-  you were surprised by the success and generosity
evel so- changes are like by thinking about the way we ex-  of the hunter.
ho per- change goods and services with our close friends In contrast to the conspicuous display put on
al labor or relatives. Brothers, for example, are not sup- by the Kaoka big man, and the boastful ranting

—
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trying to explain everything at once. But permit
me to make a few suggestions.

Reciprocity is a form of economic exchange
that is primarily adapted to conditions in which
the stimulation of intensive extra productive ef-
fort would have an adverse effect upon group
survival. These conditions are found among cer-
tain hunters and gatherers such as the Eskimo,
Semai, and Bushmen, whose survival depends
entirely on the vigor of the natural communities
of plants and animals in their habitat. If hunters
suddenly engage in a concerted effort to capture
more animals and uproot more plants, they risk
permanently impairing the supply of game in
their territory.

Lee found, for example, that his Bushmen
worked at subsistence for only ten to fifteen
hours a week. This discovery effectively destroys
one of the shoddiest myths of industrial society—
namely that we have more leisure today than ever
before. Primitive hunters and gatherers work less
than we do—without benefit of a single labor
union—because their ecosystems cannot tolerate
weeks and months of intensive extra effort.
Among the Bushmen, Stakhanovite personalities
who would run about getting friends and rela-
tives to work harder by promising them a big
feast would constitute a definite menace to soci-
ety. If he got his followers to work like the Kaoka
for a month, an aspiring Bushman big man would
kill or scare off every game animal for miles
around and starve his people to death before the
end of the year. So reciprocity and not redistrib-
ution predominates among the Bushmen, and the
highest prestige falls to the quietly dependable
hunter who never boasts about his achievements
and who avoids any hint that he is giving a gift
when he divides up an animal he has killed.

Competitive feasting and other forms of re-
distribution overwhelmed the primordial reliance
upon reciprocity when it became possible to in-
crease the duration and intensity of work with-
out inflicting irreversible damage upon the
habitats carrying capacity. Typically this became
possible when domesticated plants and animals
were substituted for natural food resources.

Within broad limits, the more work you put into
planting and raising domesticated species, the
more food you can produce. The only hitch is
that people don’t usually work harder than they
have to. Redistribution was the answer to this
problem. Redistribution began to appear as peo-
ple worked harder in order to maintain a recip-
rocal balance with prestige-hungry, overzealous
producers. As the reciprocal exchanges became
unbalanced, they became gifts; and as the gifts
piled up, the gift-givers were rewarded with pres-
tige and counter-gifts. Soon redistribution pre-
dominated over reciprocity and highest prestige
went to the most boastful, calculating gift-givers,
who cajoled, shamed, and ultimately forced
everybody to work harder than the Bushman
ever dreamed was possible.

As the example of the Kwakiutl indicates,
conditions appropriate for the development of
competitive feasting and redistribution sometimes
also occurred among nonagricultural populations.
Among the coastal peoples of the Pacific North-
west, annual runs of salmon, other migratory fish,
and sea mammals provided the ecological ana-
logue of agricultural harvests. The salmon or can-
dlefish ran in such vast numbers that if people
worked harder they could always catch more fish.
Moreover, as long as they fished with the aborigi-
nal dip net, they could never catch enough fish to
influence the spawning runs and deplete next
year’s supply.

Stepping away for the moment from our ex-
amination of reciprocal and redistributive prestige
systems, we can surmise that every major type of
political and economic system uses prestige in a
distinctive manner. For example, with the appear-
ance of capitalism in Western Europe, competi-
tive acquisition of wealth once more became the
fundamental criterion for big-man status. Only in
this case, the big men tried to take away each
other’s wealth, and highest prestige and power
went to the individual who managed to accumu-
late and hold onto the greatest fortune. During
the early years of capitalism, highest prestige went
to those who were richest but lived most frugally.
After their fortunes had become more secure, the
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