The idea of the ‘gift’ re-entrenches the inherently feminine nature of sacrifice, rendering the female figure as a commodity that can be exchanged 
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Apart from registering this sobering reflection, it is beyond the scope of this presentation to undertake a thorough investigation of the exact reliability of the base data concerned with potlatch itself. 112 MORNY JOY But it does indicate that a close scrutiny of all such imposed categories is imperative and a beginning has been made in an important study by Christopher Bracken, The Potlatch Papers: A Colonial Case History (1997). The concomitant problem that I wish to focus on in this paper is of equal moment with regard to unwarranted assumptions — it is the refusal to acknowledge women as full participants or agents in these procedures concerned with the gift.
Mauss is culpable in this regard. He is content to replicate material regarding women's role from Boas and Malinowski: All these institutions reveal the same kind of social and psychological pattern. Food, women, children, possessions, charms, land, labour, services, religious offices, rank — everything is stuff to be given away and repaid. (Mauss 1967: 11-12)
Mauss is not alone in this devaluation of women. His position can be compared to that of Lévi-Strauss who also generalized from his own observations and from Mauss' as well as Malinowski's Trobriand work: The prohibition of incest is less a rule prohibiting marriage with the mother, sister or daughter, than a rule obliging the mother, sister or daughter to be given to others. It is the supreme rule of the gift, and it is clearly in this aspect, too often unrecognized, which allows its nature to be understood. (Lévi-Strauss 1969: 481)
The sad fact is that Mauss and Lévi-Strauss, following Malinowski, as did others who were influenced by Durkheim's sacred and profane dichotomy, did not deem that the realm of women merited serious study.' They were viewed as the property of men, without significant rituals or property of their own.
While Luce Irigaray, a contemporary women critic, does not refer to Mauss specifically, she does cite Lévi-Strauss in her essay "Women on the Market"(1985b), where she criticizes the accepted generalization of trafficking in women as well as its rationalizations. Why exchange women? Because they are "scarce [commodities] ... essential to the life of the group," the anthropologist tells us. Why this characteristic of scarcity, given the biological equilibrium between male and female births? Because the "deep polygamous tendency, which exists among all men, always makes the number of available women seem insufficient." (Irigaray 1985b: 170)
Besides ironically questioning the implicit assumptions that all men are intrinsically desirable to women and that women could not possibly have polygamous inclinations, Irigaray makes the sweeping observation that women's only value appears to be that of an exchange commodity. All the social regimes of "History" are based upon the exploitation of one "class" of producers, namely women. Whose reproductive use value (reproductive of children and of the labour force) and whose constitution as exchange value underwrite the symbolic order as such, without any compensation in kind going to them for that "work". (Irigaray 1985b: 173)
Irigaray expands on this remark, by emphasizing women's contribution as providing the unacknowledged infrastructure of the entire socio-economic apparatus that goes by the name of patriarchy. In Irigaray's view, this repressed role has never been acknowledged, let alone deemed worthy of consideration for its indispensable contribution. Irigaray's early work is dedicated to exposing and rectifying this oversight, which she views as ubiquitous.
There is a denser and more extreme aspect of the gift — the notion of sacrifice — which was also broached by Mauss and Hubert (1964). This dimension has been elaborated at great extent in the work of René Girard. Mauss had set the scene by stating: The connection of exchange contracts among men with those between men and gods explains a whole aspect of the theory of sacrifice. It is best seen in those societies where contractual and economic ritual is practised by men. (Mauss 1967: 13)
He had then associated this sacrificial dimension with a religious impulse that he posited at the heart of potlatch: Sacrificial destruction implies giving something that is to be repaid ... It is not simply to show power and wealth and unselfishness that a man puts his slaves to death, burns his precious oil, throws coppers into the sea, and sets his house on fire. In doing this he is also sacrificing to the gods and spirits, who appear incarnate in the men who are at once their namesakes and ritual allies. (Mauss 1967: 14)
Mauss did not elaborate in detail on the spiritual underpinnings of this sacrificial impulse — but he located them within a "do ut des" dynamic of an anticipated abundant divine recompense, with the added underlying incentive of an insurance policy against covetous evil spirits.
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