Diagrams of Three Different Cultural Principles for Trade or Exchange

1. The cultural principle of commodity (or capitalist) exchange can be represented in this way:

In the above formula, “M” stands for money and “G” stands for some “good or service.”  The subscripted numbers represent the money or good/service that a merchant has over a sequence of moments.  It is of course just a convenience that we have stopped with M3.  The merchant can continue this series of exchanges indefinitely, and indeed, that is just what the most fully capitalist merchant does, rather than stopping when a certain amount of money is gained.  Another point to consider is that the goal may be not just that  M3 > M1, but that the gain in quantitative units of wealth or profit (which is  M3 - M1) be as great as possible.  In that case, our merchant will need to trade with “whomsoever” offers her/him the most for the least.  Our merchant may go back to the same trading partner, but only if that is what is most profitable—not for the principle of keeping the existing social relationship.

2. The cultural principle of exchange for mutual benefit in terms of everyday items of use or subsistence goods can be represented in this way:

In this case, G1 and G2 represent distinct kinds of goods or services, rather than what traders possess at different moments.

3.  The cultural principle of the kula trade can be represented in this way:  
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In the above diagram, V1 and V2 represent distinct kinds of valuables (valued goods), which can only be exchanged for each other.  They are each given an additional letter (a,b,c,d…), because each valuable (whether a V1 or V2) is traded only as a distinct, individual item.  It is not so much silk of a certain quality (replaceable by an equal quantity of silk of the same quality) or so many apples (replaceable by another set of apples of the same quantity and quality) that are being traded; it is instead a particular bracelet, with a particular history or biography.  Finally, the arrows represent the spatial movement of goods, between trading partners.  In the actual kula, between islands in the Western Pacific, the movement of goods between two islands takes place in separate trips in opposite directions: a trading partner on one island takes a bracelet to a second island; later the second trading partner travels in the opposite direction bringing a necklace; and so on and on.
M1 → G1 → M2 → G2 → M3, where the goal M3 > M1





G1   ↔  G2 


where the goal is for each trading partner to meet their subsistence needs or “target income” (a term we will define later in the course).

















