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Statement of theoretical question: In the understanding of the educational relationship, between educator 
and educated, as social exchange, how can economic anthropology contribute to understanding learning 
processes as value creation in the voluntary field?  

When trying to understand teaching and learning, philosophers have discussed this through the idea of a 
relationship and interaction between the learner and the educator, also known as “the educational 
relationship” (Schmidt 2006). Taking this notion further in an economic anthropological sense, the take 
presented in this paper and its preceding work (Revsbech 2015), displays a theorization of learning processes 
in terms of economic interaction understood in a Maussian and Polanyian perspective. The points include 
David Graeber’s interpretation of anthropological understandings of value (Graeber 2001) as well as points 
from Marshall Sahlins (Sahlins 2004). The understanding of the educational relationship as a form of 
economic interaction is not new, as it has been touched upon by economic and educational anthropologists 
and social scientists (Cooper 2004; Schmidt 2006; Kvale 2004; Jørgensen 2005). Yet, this approach presents 
a specific substantive take on the educational relationship, which is not seen elsewhere. This Maussian and 
Polanyian framework for understanding social interactions and transactions adds, to social learning theory, 
a specific tool for understanding individual economic behavior in communal settings1 as well as how 
individual actions derive and add to social value.  

The setting for the empirical background of this theorization is a British voluntary youth organization, City 
Year London2. Here, a yearlong qualitative anthropological fieldwork was conducted with youths between 18 
and 25 years of age. This paper presents and discusses further the theoretical reflections based on these 
qualitative studies, with a focus on the application of economic anthropological theory showing its example 
of understanding learning as value creation in a third sector organization.   

The main argument of the paper is brought forward through an application of the above mentioned theories 
of economic anthropology, and a substantive understanding of economy as an alternative to the formal 
(Polanyi 1968). It contributes to understanding learning processes as forms of trade and circulation of 
material and immaterial value, in a synthesis of Maussian and Polanyian theories of social exchange. This is 
done through the example of a learning community in the third sector, which firstly introduces how the three 
forms of integration (Chapman 2019) (reciprocity, redistribution, and market exchange) can be 
methodologically observed, from a learning perspective. It then, secondly yet mainly, further theoretically 
discusses the various trade behaviors (ibid.) (gift trade, administered trade, and market trade) ultimately 
presented as “the open- and closedendedness of educational relationships” (Revsbech 2015), which is the 
paper’s main point.  

                                                           
1 In an individualistic communistic sense, as understood by Mauss (Graeber 2001) 
2 Explore at http://www.cityyear.org.uk/ 

http://www.cityyear.org.uk/


Besides putting forward a theorized suggestion of applying economic anthropology to a new way of 
understanding learning processes as social value creation, the paper’s findings and theoretical take will be 
discussed in comparison with other pragmatic value understandings in the social entrepreneurial field, such 
as e.g. Geoff Mulgan’s alternative to the SROI model (Mulgan 2010).   

The paper’s main conclusions are found relevant to an international audience as it puts forward a unique and 
innovative theoretical take and approach within economic anthropology. This is done through positioning 
and discussing significant classical economic anthropological theories’ perspectives on value and exchange 
within the frameworks of a contemporary SE setting.   
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