
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Cups, funerals and friendship 

On 31 March 2015 my dear friend and mentor Yutaka Kagemori passed 

away. Two weeks earlier I had found myself in my local post office in 

London, frantically trying to beat closing time, packing and posting a 

treasured gift straight to his hospital bed in Osaka. Yutaka-san had only 

recently fallen ill, but his health was quickly deteriorating, and Noriko-san, 

his wife, had asked me with some urgency to post another copy of my book 

The Japanese House.114 Later she recounted how in his final days he had 

strategically placed my gift on his bedside table to distract medical staff and 

visitors with stories and photos of his family home. 

For more than twenty-five years the Kagemoris have been generous 

supporters and fierce reviewers of my research in Japan. They were 

instrumental to the completion of my first book, which explores the 

complexities of everyday life in Japanese homes, and I had gifted them, 

like many other participants in my research, a copy. These gifts were 

treasured and shared much like family photo albums of days past: the 

book’s descriptions and pictures formed a record of domestic family life 

that had since – through graduations, weddings and funerals – irreversibly 

changed. Some, such as the Nishiki family, had created a special alcove for 

the book in their recently refurbished home; others, such as the Takahashis, 

had circulated photocopied versions to family and friends. Many of the 

books described in this Bodleian volume were marked out as valuable gifts, 

often exquisitely made, from their inception. But books, like my academic 

monograph, also acquire new connotations when they pass as gifts between 

owners and readers. 

Gifts are intricately entangled with the anthropological project. Not 

only has it been a topic of intense analysis and theorization over the 

past 100 years, but gift exchange also facilitates our trademark empirical 

research, often in challenging locations. Gifts can smooth awkward, 

introductory encounters between anthropologists and local communities; 

Chapter 7 

Two Cups, a Shell 

and Some Books 

– Reflections on 

Anthropology 

and Gifting 

Inge Daniels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

6.1 The two cups given to me by the 

Kagemoris as a funerary return-gift, made 

by Yutaka’s sister, and a copy of my book, 

The Japanese House, to which the family 

contributed so much as participants in 

the research. 
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they also aid in maintaining and expanding networks of support over time. 

However, our anthropological outcomes – books and essays but also films, 

exhibitions and conferences – have been (and still are?) rarely shared with 

the people without whom it would have been impossible to build and secure 

our careers.115 When I returned my book to them, it gave Yutaka-san and 

other Japanese families the opportunity to scrutinize my research, but also 

to shape their own narratives and make their own uses of my book about 

their lives, including their gift exchanges. 

The widespread use of globally connected digital technologies has greatly 

improved access to anthropological research but a more proactive approach 

is still needed. Anthropologists linked with museums have long shown 

that objects, images and texts associated with anthropological knowledge 

production may have a lasting impact on communities, whose practices 

and expertise were key to their creation, when they are eventually returned. 

Thus, monographs may be used, many decades later, to ascertain knowledge 

hierarchies and create evidence of customary rights in legal disputes.116 My 

Ph.D. dissertation, by contrast, gained commercial significance when its 

main protagonists, Japanese entrepreneurs whose livelihoods depend on 

tourism, photocopied numerous pages (with images) and hung them in 

their shopfront windows to sell as souvenirs.117
 

Six months after Yutaka-san died, a package arrived from Japan. Inside 

were two beautiful ceramic cups. He had instructed his sister, an established 

potter, to craft fifteen cups to give to his dearest friends. In Japan ‘return- 

gifts’ are common at lifecycle events; they are roughly half of the value of 

the original (money) gifts the recipient had parted with. Through their 

association with the dead, funerary return-gifts are inauspicious and 

generally people give perishables or things that easily wear or break. Still, 

many people, including the Kagemoris, also want to commemorate their 

deceased loved ones. Yutaka-san’s funerary cups straddle both sentiments: 

they conjure up memories, but they may also break through use.118
 

Yutaka-san was a humble man. He did not want a ‘standard’ Japanese 

funeral, a formal affair with the stress on professional achievements. He 

was a much-loved Geography teacher and a dedicated member of numerous 

educational bodies, and his memorial service would without a doubt have 

attracted large crowds. He preferred, instead, to be celebrated with an 

intimate feast for his wife, daughter and close friends. In the final days of 

his life, he also selected a few treasured objects, including my book, to take 

with him on his final journey. I hope that his ‘Japanese House’ may have 

eased his passage into the great unknown. 

Shells, prestige and (common) wealth 

Book gifts are valued well beyond their contents or price in many cultural 

contexts, but Yutaka’s story demonstrates that the personal relationships 

they embody and mark can also last beyond the grave. The cups, his 

funerary return-gifts, further illustrate the complexities of gifting in 

Japan, an industrialized, capitalist society where gifts play a key role in 

the (re)production of the social, economic and cosmic order.119 The scale 

and impact of the Japanese gift economy is far more prominent than 

gifting in Euro-American contexts. Throughout the year, ritual events 

that necessitate gifting follow each other in quick succession. Japanese gift 

exchange is characterized by a creative blurring of gifts and commodities 

that transcends the dichotomies that are common in Euro-American 

contexts between personal and spontaneous exchanges, and monetary or 

instrumental ones. Businesses both supply materials and ingredients and 

pass on knowledge necessary to perform rituals. They also create new gift 

occasions in line with social change and shifts in taste – such as White Day 

on 14 March when men are expected to reciprocate the gift of chocolates 

they may receive from women on Valentine’s Day.120
 

Japanese gift practices also challenge classic anthropological theories 

about gifting that distinguish between ‘primitive’ gift economies and 

‘modern’ capitalist societies. Shells, like the mwali armband depicted 

here, play a starring role in these ongoing debates about gifting. These 

beautiful ornaments are ceremonial gifts that were exchanged between 

powerful men living on a group of islands in Melanesia. Highly ranked 

shell valuables became imbued with their owners’ fame: these shells in 

effect told the stories of their accomplishments. When they changed hands, 

their reputation spread across the archipelago. During the 1920s two 

anthropological ‘Big Men’ compared this elaborate system of exchange, 

called the ‘Kula Ring’, with trade relations in capitalist economies. 

Bronisław Malinowski contrasted subsistence communities that have moral 

economies, grounded in a strong social contract between all community 

members, with capitalist societies that are driven by self-interest and 

economic rationality and insist on separating social and economic spheres 

of life.121 Marcel Mauss, by contrast, argued that principles of obligation and 
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6.2 A shell armband (mwali), decorated 

with seeds and beads. This was probably 

used in the famous Kula exchange 

of the Massim archipelago, including 

the Trobriand Islands, of Papua New 

Guinea. Red shell necklaces (soulava) 

are exchanged in return. This armband 

is believed to have been acquired by 

Miss E.E. Gage-Brown, a teacher and 

missionary, who gave it to the Pitt Rivers 

Museum. Oxford, Pitt Rivers Museum, 

1933.40.18. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
social integration are part of the overall system of any economy.122 In the 

torrent of books and essays on gifts and commodities that have flowed after 

the work of Mauss and Malinowski, debates about whether a ‘free gift’ truly 

exists, and how self-interested commodity exchange is, still continue.123
 

This book as a whole has explored not only public and celebrated 

books and gifts, but also everyday or intimate exchanges, like the Herricks 

sending food to their children in Elizabethan London (Chapter 3). While 

much discussion of Kula dwelt on exchange between powerful men, and 

the stories that this created, in the 1980s two female anthropologists 

directed our attention to a more complex and varied set of exchanges, often 

involving women. Annette Weiner focused on ‘inalienable possessions’ – 

showing that many precious items, such as shell valuables (but also land, 

bones or minerals) were carefully preserved across generations, and only 

yielded up to exchange when needed to achieve the highest renown as the 

shell travelled to far-away places, spreading its owners’ fame. Weiner shows 

that in the many subtle moves that constitute such exchange, women play 

key roles in generating and then preserving objects that are vital to families’ 

and communities’ identities and renown.124 Nancy Munn’s work focused 

on the way in which, in one particular island called Gawa, armband shells 

were converted through a series of exchanges for food and labour into 

material wealth (canoes). Eventually, via exchanges of shells, this material 

wealth returns to the island in the form of symbolic wealth or fame. Like 

Weiner, Munn highlights the vital roles that women play in Kula exchange; 

through making and exchanging of materials, food and hospitality (or 

witchcraft) they enable the redistribution of wealth in the community.125
 

The myriad questions raised by a Kula armlet like this one can then 

change our attitude to public ceremonies of exchange, and private 

preservation of books and treasures in families and communities. It can 

help expand our focus to include not only the beautiful and expensive gift- 

books presented to royalty or dedicated to the gods, but to the innumerable 

acts of exchange and shared knowledge, at all levels, that the books and 

objects in this study hint at. 

Kula exchange is competitive and creates status hierarchies, but it does 

not destroy the common wealth. Mauss identified a ‘spirit of the gift’ in 

the non-European societies that he studied: a force that moved people to 

pass on the benefit of a gift they had received, so that its value or surplus 

could circulate and return in a cycle of acts and exchanges.126 The idea 

that generosity will return, sometimes in unexpected ways, is also found 

in Euro-American societies; it is embedded in many stories, including in 

some of the fictions for younger readers discussed in Chapter 5. A state- 

backed system of taxes and benefits (the ‘welfare state’) can take on this 

role too. How far it can or should, however, is a matter of negotiation 

and controversy.127
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6.3 In the first wave of the Covid-19 

pandemic in 2020, Oxford Hub asked for 

donations of books for Carl, an Oxford 

resident who was isolating and bored. 

The immediate response was just one of 

countless acts of generosity amidst the 

Covid crisis. Photos © Sara Fernandez, 

illustration by Bluetiful Designs for 

Oxford Hub. 

Books, charity and palaces for the people 

In the twenty-first century governments have often seemed impotent 

or passive in the face of inequality, exploitation and the unsustainable 

depletion of natural resources. The Covid pandemic, however, has shifted our 

understanding of what (some) governments are capable of in an emergency, 

and also of the capacity that ordinary citizens have for acts of generosity 

and solidarity.128 A local example is the Oxford Hub, a charity that grew out 

of student charitable groups, and that draws on volunteers to run a range of 

programmes aiming to make Oxford a more equal city. During the pandemic 

it launched ‘Oxford Together’, a campaign that mobilized more than 5,000 

volunteers to deliver emergency goods such as food and medicines. It also 

supported local residents who were shielding, such as 81-year-old Carl. 

A series of notes stuck to his door put out a call for books to keep him from 

boredom, and many people stepped in to offer some. What makes the book 

such a potent charitable gift is not only its function as container of a huge 

variety of stories and knowledge that each reader may or may not appreciate 

according to their own interests and experiences, but also its materiality as a 

portable object that does not decay easily and is relatively cheap. 
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6.4 Oxfam (originally Oxford Committee 

for Famine Relief) was founded in Oxford 

in 1942. From its early years raising money 

to relieve suffering in war-torn Europe, 

Oxfam then became a major global 

charity, opening the UK’s first charity 

shop in 1948. Oxford, Bodleian Library, 

MS. Oxfam COM/1/8/197 (‘The Oxford 

Fountain’, c. 1959); MS. Oxfam COM/1/8/2/2 

(‘Spreading knowledge’, 1964). 

Another organization with roots in 

Oxford that is perhaps better known for 

offering assistance in times of crisis is Oxfam. 

This charity was founded in the 1940s by 

a mixed group of Quakers, academics and 

social activists. Initially the focus was on 

addressing famine and destitution in Europe, 

but the organization then began to offer 

emergency relief during global crises. The 

‘Oxford Fountain’ poster notes that by 1959 

donations supported refugees across thirty- 

five countries. Charity shops became key to 

Oxfam’s success: currently the organization 

operates more than 1,200 shops worldwide, 

selling fair-trade items and donated goods. 

Clothing remains a popular gift (the ‘Oxford 

Fountain’ poster mentions ‘about 700 tons’ 

of clothing ‘for distribution overseas’), but 

books and knowledge were also framed as 

‘perfect’ charitable gifts. A striking example 

is a poster from the 1960s showing a Black 

child writing in a notebook while reading 

books and the text ‘Keep Oxfam in action – 

spreading knowledge in the hungry half of 

the world.’ 

Today Oxfam is part of a global aid 

industry that depends on people in the global 

North donating goods and money to help 

the poor in the global South. The impulse to 

give freely to impoverished others, linked with ideals of humanitarianism 

and civil society, is rooted in the Euro-American dichotomous thinking 

about exchange discussed earlier. Gifts tend to be conceptualized as 

tokens of love and affection that reference unique, personal relationships 

as opposed to anonymous commodity exchanges linked with price. The 

economic anthropologist James Carrier argues that this ‘ideology of the 

free gift’ draws on the assumption that people are individual, rational 

agents free from obligation, and that the economic sphere is separate 
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from other spheres of life.129 However, free gifts also have unexpected 

economic, political and ecological consequences. Charitable gifts that travel 

through long chains of transactions and middlemen may be transformed 

into interested transactions; they may, for example, end up being 

redistributed through local relationships of patronage and indebtedness.130 

Emergency relief saves lives, but long-term flooding of local markets 

with ‘humanitarian’ goods is often detrimental to local industries.131 

Schemes that encourage local entrepreneurship such as ‘bottom of the 

pyramid’ approaches are often lauded as the solution. However, in practice, 

responsibility for poverty reduction is deflected onto the poor themselves, 

and new forms of inequality arise between those who are aspirational and 

active, and the so-called undeserving, unproductive poor.132
 

As governments in the global North implement austerity policies and 

cut aid budgets, global businesses are increasingly funding, designing and 

delivering products and services that aim to improve the well-being of 

disenfranchised people across the globe. Charitable giving by the wealthy 

has of course a long history in Europe and North America, whether 

construed as pious acts (for example, bequests to churches) or secular 

activities. One example is the livery companies in the City of London 

(based on influential trade groups including the Mercers, Merchant Taylors 

and Goldsmiths, and now numbering over one hundred) that from their 

medieval origins have supported almshouses, hospitals, schools and 

colleges, and still give substantial charitable grants.133 This legacy has more 

recently developed into what is called ‘philanthro-capitalism’ with ‘social 

investing’ focusing on providing access to knowledge and education for 

all. One such example is the organization ARK, which operates a network 

of thirty-nine schools in the UK, but also works abroad in countries such 

as India, Indonesia and Ethiopia.134 Many commercial organizations are 

making significant contributions to mitigate problems of inequality and/ 

or environmental damage. However, conflating business techniques with 

gifting is also criticized for trading in the risk of the poor.135 Have crises 

and natural disasters become tax-free investment opportunities that enrich 

shareholders? Can profit really be squared with elevating poverty? Is this 

not giving, while taking? 

The American sociologist Eric Klinenberg asks similar questions 

as he bemoans the steady decline of communal spaces, funded and 

administered by the state (such as parks or libraries) in the USA but 

also other countries with neo-liberal regimes such as the UK. He calls 

these spaces, which enable social connections and play a crucial role in 

individual and collective well-being, ‘Palaces for the People’.136 He argues 

that the commercial world can play a role in maintaining existing social 

infrastructures as well as creating new ones, but only if they model 

themselves on the great nineteenth-century philanthropists who gave to 

charity without seeing it as a profit-making venture. 

He singles out Andrew Carnegie, the Scottish-American industrialist 

whose many philanthropic achievements included building public libraries. 

But, closer to home, the Bodleian Library owes much of its position 

as one of the richest archives in the world to innovators and donors, 

including Thomas Bodley and other benefactors over the centuries. While 

the Bodleian is a university library focused on research and teaching, it 

is making efforts to open its collections to the public too. Such moves 

can ensure that university libraries, like other kinds of library, become 

democratic spaces where people of all backgrounds and interests may 

access the gift of knowledge, and the education imbued in books. As such 

they are ‘the bedrocks of civil society … places where the public, private 

and philanthropic sectors can work together to reach for something higher 

than the bottom line’.137
 

Books, then, may be gifts that contain powerful messages about value, 

solidarity and friendship, resonating across oceans and even beyond the 

grave. But reflecting on gifts we also need to address questions of hierarchy, 

ethics and (in)equality. Books and gifts help us to understand the complex 

networks of obligation and indebtedness in which we all operate, while 

relishing the spontaneous pleasures of both giving and receiving. 
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