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SUMMARY

Thetheme of gift hasin recent years been subject to consderable commentary in diverse
disciplinesincluding philasophy, anthropology, sociology, religious studies and literary criticiam. The
vast mgority of these sudies focus on how or whether gift can be differentiated from exchange.

In this dissertation | maintain that gift isaform of giving and receiving thet is digtinct from
exchange or commerce, and that it need not create an obligation to return or reciprocate. This gift is
given unilaterdly to the need of the other and results in relatedness rather than indebtedness.

This essay condders the characteristics of exchange and of gift, then reviews the thought of
five writers on giving/receiving and reciprocation. Thisis followed by an overview of the gift theme
in African Traditiona Religion and the Judaic and Chrigtian traditions, and a concluding chapter

summarigng thoughts on gift and sdf-interest, sharing, need, and gratitude.
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Preface

| was first drawn to the subject of gifts through exposure to the work of Lewis Hyde' in
1982. At thetime | wasinvolved in the adminigration of service and community development
programmes in Africa. Hyde' s work may have gppeded to me especialy because it seemed to
uggest an dternative paradigm — that of gift — by which to understand and redefine relationships of
giving and recaiving. | was a the time weary of the mechanicdly reciprocd and increasngly
contractua gospel of development.2 In such acdlimate | found the promise of the gift motif liberating,
non-violent, and expansive.

Sincethat time | have remained attentive to a variety of conversations about gifts and
giftgiving, and have tried to re-comprehend life and the world through this lens. In the process |
have become less and less certain about what gift isand isn't, and how it works. It isan eusive
thing that — amost inherently — objects to being defined, owned and tied down. | welcome this
occasion to share the uncertainty | have discovered, but dso some of the things about gift sharing
that | have learned.

Much of the anthropologicd, rdligious, and especidly philosophica writing on the subject of
gift and gift “exchange’ is— | believe unnecessarily — obscure and difficult to understand by persons

of normd intdligence. Thisis not o much dueto the rea complexity of the concepts involved, but

L ewis Hyde, The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property (New Y ork: Vintage Books, 1979).

2At the time devel opment theory was still largely in reaction to a corrupted gift motif represented by
relief aid and “charitable” responses. Asaresult it coopted many of the right noises — community based,
participatory — but was so compelled by the vision of “developing” (modernising? westernising?) societies that
it continued to perpetuate a view of the world which saw avast arena of need in the global South, and a vast
capacity for responding in the global North. In the wake of the disappointing results of the development
decades of the sixties and seventies, the early eighties were atime of search and reflection on possible new
directions. Since that time a contractualist bias—which suggests that much if not al of what needs to happen
can be cast in terms of reciprocal relationships — has gained favour.

5



(in my view) because of writing styles that encourage and reward obfuscation and the cloaking of
meaning, and in which the use of ingder vocabularies abounds. | have tried hard to avoid such
language in this essay because the subject is not in fact an esoteric one, and because | believe it can
be presented in an accessible way.

Does gift “matter” ? Obvioudy | beieveit does, even though much of what has been written
on gift seems determined to convince us otherwise. As cregtive and simulating — even enjoyable —
as many of the philosophica and sociologica conversations on gift are, they often seem
preoccupied with complex and intangible congtructs that are essentialy closed systems, protected in
al directions by absolutist language, thet fix and categorise gift — even while proclaming its
eusiveness, and in the process contradicting al of our common intuitions about gift.2 Other writers
ignore or deny any fundamenta distinction between gift and exchange, thereby reducing gift to an
interesting artefact in the historicad development of capitdigtic and other systems of economic
exchange

Gift matters precisely because it is a paradigm of ultimate weskness —dwaysyielding —ina
globd culture where the firmly defined and categorised paradigms of power and strength based on
fase equations of exchange and quid pro quo/revenge/retribution leed only to conflict, domination,

rupture, death, and destruction. Gift matters because it does not demand; it does not engender

3Consider, for example, this quote from Derrida: “ Asthe condition for a gift to be given, this forgetting
must beradical not only on the part of the donee but first of all, if one can say herefirst of all, on the part of the
donor. It isalso on the part of the donor “subject” that the gift not only must not be repaid but must not be kept
in memory, retained as symbol of a sacrifice, as symbolic in general. For the symbol immediately engages onein
restitution. To tell the truth, the gift must not even appear or signify, consciously or unconsciously, as gift for
the donors, whether individual or collective subjects.” (Emphasis added.) Jacques Derrida, Given Time: 1.
Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kyeemagh (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) 23.

“Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. WD Halls
(New York and London: W. W. Norton, 1990). Maussis discussed further in chapter 4.
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absolutism or imperative; ingtead it constantly opens, allowing itsdlf to be coopted and corrupted,
defined and redefined, dways cregting possbility. Gift matters because while from the dominant
viewpoint of exchange it is unreasonable and uneconomic, in the broader context of life and the
universe it seems the only imaginable way. Gift matters because it iswhere dl life comes from, and
because it exposes, feeds, and feeds upon the interrdlatedness of everyone and everything. Gift
meatters because it iswhat surrounds us; it is such an available option; it can aways be accepted or
offered a no codt. It islike aword that can aways be spoken, or not. Gift matters because — with
al due respect to Jacques Derrida— it is so possible, and so much “the possible.”™ Perhaps most of
al, gift matters because when attention is paid to it, and when it is recognised as everywhere
present, one can understand onesdlf and others as pralific givers, and thus be more in touch with the
movement of life, God,® and the universe. Tuning in to the gift paradigm, and seeing oursdves asa
part of the flow of gifts, ingtructs and congtructs our intentions, our visSons, our connections, our
relationships, and the world through which we move.

It is gppropriate that “ Africa’ has served as the context for these reflections. As it happens

5To befair, Derrida’ s point on the impossibility of gift has generally been misunderstood. In his own
words: “| tried to precisely displace the problematic of the gift, to take it out of the circle of economy, of
exchange, but not to conclude, from the impossibility for the gift to appear as such and to be determined as
such, to its absolute impossibility. | said, to be very schematic and brief, that it isimpossible for the gift to
appear as such. So the gift does not exist as such, if by existence we understand being present and intuitively
identified as such. So the gift does not exist and appear as such; it isimpossible for the gift to exist and appear
assuch. But | never concluded that thereis no gift. | went on to say that if thereisagift, through this
impossihility, it must be the experience of thisimpossibility, and it should appear asimpossible. The event called
gift istotally heterogeneous to theoretical identification, to phenomenological identification. That is a point of
disagreement. The gift istotally foreign to the horizon of economy, ontology, knowledge, constantive
statements, and theoretical determination and judgment. But in doing so, | did not intend to simply give up the
task of accounting for the gift, for what one calls gift, not only in economy but even in Christian discourse.. . . . .
| never said that thereis no gift. No. | said exactly the opposite. What are the conditions for usto say thereisa
gift, if we cannot determine it theoretically, phenomenologically? It is through the experience of the
impossibility; that its possibility is possible asimpossible.” John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon, eds., God,
The Gift, and Postmoder nism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999) 59-60.

8 will use“God” as generally inclusive of God, god, the gods, except when amore precise termis
required.



much of my own undergtanding of gifts| first received from “Africd’ and Africans. The rdationship

between gift and gratitude is another whole story,” but in any event, | am grateful.

7 See chapter 5.



Introduction

“In the history of ethicsthereisa downright fear of what cannot be

subjected to rules and regulations. Again and again thinkers have

undertaken to define altruism in such away that it remainsrational. This,

however, is never done except at the cost of the naturalness and living

quality of ethics.” (Albert Schweitzer)

Indl of the philosophicd, religious, socia and anthropologica discussions of gift, thereis
redlly a single issue being debated. Thisis the question of reciprocity or return, the relationship of
gift and exchange. In other words, is giftgiving smply another form of exchange, where something
must come back to the giver in response to the gift? Or isit possible for gifts to be givenvreceived
fregly, without any necessary reciprocd action? Is a gift necessarily given in exchange for
something subsequently or previoudy received? If so, in what senseisit redly agift? Theissueis
then easily reduced to the tedious and pedantic debate of whether among human beings any motive
other than saf interest is possible for any act.?

This question is ambiguous not only in academic contexts but aso in the average person’s
views of gifts. While understandings of gifts surdly differ from culture to culture, it would probably
be safe to say that the core ambiguity of giftsis present in mogt if not al cultures. In common usage,
gift isdiginguished from buying and sdlling, from trade and barter, in that it is assumed to be
excessive, above and beyond what is necessary or required in amora sense. If someone were
asked the question “what isa gift?’ it could be confidently expected that the response would include

such concepts as “it is something given or received fredy or voluntarily, something that is not

required’; “it is given/received without strings attached, without compensation”; “it is something

8See Amartya Sen, “Rational Fools: A Critique of the Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory,”
The Gift: An Interdisciplinary Perspective, ed. Aafke E. Komter (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1996)
148-163.



giverv/recaived that is not bought/sold’; “it is something extra, unnecessary”; and o forth. In short,
gift is clearly understood as something that happens which is gpart from, or outside of, or other than
any commerce or economy by which goods, services, or other intangibles are given or received
through some kind of exchange.

At the sametime, it isaso true—in direct contradiction to the above — that ordinary people
in diverse cultures understand that in some degree to receive a gift isto incur debt, and to become
beholden to the giver. Gifts are often viewed with some circumspection or even suspicion. The most
innocent response to a gift, such as*“how can | thank you enough?’ or “how can | ever repay you?’
suggests some kind of understanding that reciprocity — exchange — commerce —isinvolved. This by
al logic contradicts the idea of gift being without strings attached.

The issue of debate, then, is whether this fundamenta perception of gift asfree,
uncompensated, etc. is purdy subterfuge, deliberate or innocent salf-deception, and whether in fact
it ispossble to give or receive anything outsde of an expectation or assumption, or outside of the
redlity, that what is given or received must be “paid back” — ether in concrete materid termsor in
some less vishle way — such as through added prestige or honour, a sense of indebtedness, etc.

It is clear tha gift is understood in many different ways, and that therefore it will have many
different and even contradictory definitions. | am not interested in making the case that some of
these are correct and otherswrong, or that some are thereal gift and othersarefalse. But | do
want to show that among the diverse versgons and definitions of gift, a gift thet is free of exchange,
free of reciprocity, free of obligation and coercion does exist, can be both imagined and observed,
and isthus possible.

The thesis of this paper isthat this gift can be distinguished from dl of those processes of
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giving and taking that focus primarily on vaue, ownership, indebtedness, and exchange. It is
addressed and attracted to the need of the other. It is not an economy or a commerce. It creates
relatedness rather than debt, and it does not obligate areturn. My thesis takes issue with those
definitions or descriptions of gift and the working of gift that make exclusve and absolutist
pronouncements and dlaims, denying any possibility of gift that is not exchange.

Not only is there such athing as giving and recelving outs de the confines of debt, ownership
and commerce, it isin fact an everyday occurrence, and even more, an everyday possibility and an
everyday necessty. Thereisindeed such athing as gift — gift that is possible — and it gandsin stark
contrast to exchange and reciprocity, however much it may be smothered and perverted by the
overpowering and pervasve modern metgphor of commerce and exchange. Findly, not only is gift
red and possible, it isaso highly desrable and needed as an dternative to the various economies
and exchange systems that would price out al concelvable agpects of life and change them into
transactions based on ownership and exchange vaue.

Many of those who congder these questions do so without acknowledging the myriad ways
inwhich dl are captive to, and cannot think outsde of, an exchange mentality. To alarge degree
those who reflect upon the theme of gift do so asrabid exchangers. Exchange or reciprocity is seen
as“theway thingsare” and it is given something of the qudity of naturd law. It goes well beyond
economics and the market, which provide the basic metaphors for exchange, and resdesdsoin
undergtanding of justice, of rights, of science, and of religion. Indeed rdigion, which from one
perspective could be said to be the true home of the gift, instead both in theory and in practice
embeds ever more deeply the view that no gift goes unrewarded.

As| examine this subject further it should be noted, as suggested above, that if it istrue that
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gift is aways reciprocated, then thereis probably no such thing as gift. Gift then becomesa
commodity, merdy asuperfidadly disinguished variant of exchange, of trading, buying and sdling,
and can be of very limited interest except as a ssgment on an exchange continuum. [n sum, it isonly
the assumption that gift i s distinct from and stands in contrast to exchange and reciprocity that can
make it asubject of profound interest. This means that it isimportant to establish from the beginning
what, as exactly as possible, is meant in this paper by theterm “gift.” Theinitid chapter of this essay
will consder and daborate key characterigtics of gift.

Second, exchange — like gift — is embedded in profound mythologies, having to do with
possession, ownership, vaue, and concepts of equdity, bdance, and justice. For example, the
market is seen as the epitome of exchange, and it is assumed that the market is about equivaence;
that is, that if one pays agiven price one receives an equivalent return. In fact thereis never
equivaence in exchange. A loaf of bread isnot “equa to” R. 3.50 or any other “price.”

But even more profoundly, the market is not only about equivalence, it is dso about gain or
profit. If it were about balance, exchange would be without purpose, and no accumulation or wedlth
could result from it. Exchange and self conscious reciprocity is nearly dways about accumulation of
one kind or another because it focusses on sdf interest and what | will receive in return, leaving the
other to be concerned about what she or he will receive from me. Gift isto digpersal and letting go
as exchange is to accumulation and holding on. Our concept of “fairness’ isa congraint on
exchange, but it is not exchange itsdlf.

Because gift is normatively treated as a variant of exchange, and because this essay takes
issue with that view, chapter two will critique the inadequacy of exchange paradigms, and their

relationships to ownership, vaue, and gift.
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Third, as dready noted the extent of our captivity by the reciprocity and exchange
paradigmsis not adequately acknowledged . | deliberatdly use the plura “paradigms’ because the
understandings of exchange/reciprocity are varied and imprecise. What is notable in thisis that
writers who are eager to demondtrate that so-called gift has to do with reciprocity and exchange
uncriticaly equate virtudly any pos-gift movement whatsoever — anything that happens after the gift
is given —with return and therefore with exchange. In the third chapter | will critique avariety of
writers on gift — focussng on Marce Mauss, Lewis Hyde, Jacques Derrida, Steven Webb, and
Genevieve Vaughan —in terms of the reciprocity/exchange theme.

Fourth, it could be said that economic life is fundamentaly about exchange and religion
fundamentaly about gift. It isthusironic that in economic life, the language of exchange goes out of
its way to disguise commodity as gift, while in the context of reigion, the language of theology goes
out of itsway to disguise gift as commodity. The entire thrust of advertisng attempts to convince

potentia buyers that in fact in the market they can get something for nothing, or nearly so. “No

LEN 1 ” o

money down,” “zero percent financing,” “pay nothing until January,” “buy one get onefreg” “free
gift with every purchase’; such phrases are the staples of advertising. Often it seems that the more
unremarkable the quality of the product, the more issues of relative qudity, let done need, are
ignored in favour of the ideathat what consumers are begged to purchaseis practicdly a gift.
Meanwhile rdligion, arguably the true home of the gift, consgtently devaues gift by indsting
that it is reciprocated. “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” the Chrigtian
Golden Rule, brings ethics into the market place, suggesting that our gifts should be caculated on
the badis of return. More blatantly, religious texts and traditions promise that ethica acts— gifts—

toward others will dl be compensated, if not in thislife then in the next. One can judtifiably ask
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whether thisisin part because rdigious texts and traditions are interpreted through eyes that belong
to the world of exchange. But in any casg, it is difficult to make the case that religionisnat, ina
redively essentid way, about fundamentd, origind givenness, even though one of the ways that
givennessisinterpreted by rdigion isin terms of reciprocity. In the fourth chapter | will specificaly
consder the rdligious foundation of gift, and in the process | will try to distinguish the essentid
religious nature of gift from its various exchange disguises.

Thefind chapter of this essay is areflection on how gift can be extracted from exchange,
how people can live lives of giftgiving and recaiving, and what difference living in such away might

make.
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Chapter 1: All isGift

... thereisno other without the gift. To give and to open oneself to the

existence of othersisthe same thing. What the gift givesisthe other. (Jean-

Joseph Goux)

All is gift. The gift quality is essentid to — of the essence of —dl things. Thisis because
every imaginable “thing” — including thoughts, words, actions, capacities, as well as physicd objects
—comes*“origindly” from outsde of any marketplace, from outside of any system of trade or
exchange. Exchange begins when gifts offered are possessed and removed from gift circulation.
Freedom and Contradiction

| believe that astudy of gift or gifts should begin — even before attempting to define the term
—with acongderation of some of the specid characterigtics of gift that make definition confusing
and perhaps even impossible.

Firg, it should be clear that when | spesk of agift | am in fact spesking of two digtinct
agpects. Oneisthe “thing” itsdf thet is given as a gift, the second is the giving of the thing in such a
way that it isagift. Jean-Joseph Goux, writing of Seneca’ s essay De Beneficiis (“On the Kind
Deed,” which | believe may be interpreted as “ On Gift”) notesthat for Senecathisdiginctionis
crucid. “Yet it isthisintention that condtitutes the essence of the kind deed, because it is only the
intention that is good when something is given, and not the object itsdf, as amateria thing.”® This
suggedts that any thing — or idea, person, act — can be a gift or not depending upon how | look &t it,
how | asagiver intend it. Likewise how | asreceiver —or as athird party observer — perceive, fed,

or interpret something given can makeit agift, or not. The determination that a gift has “happened”

%“Thereis ahuge difference between the matter of the [gift] and the [gift] in itself; thereforeit is not the
gold, nor the silver, nor any of the most magnificent things that constitute the [gift], but the sole intention of the
one who gives.” Jean-Joseph Goux, “ Seneca against Derrida: Gift and Alterity,” The Enigma of Gift and
Sacrifice, eds. Edith Wyschogrod, Jean-Joseph Goux and Eric Boynton (New Y ork: Fordham University Press,
2002) 153.
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can be made independently by each of these “I”s, regardless of the intention or understanding of the
giver or recave.

For example, suppose John sees Maria give William abook. Each of the three may
understand the book as a gift — or not — quite independent of the action/reaction of the others.
Mariamay fed and even say to William that she is Smply repaying a debt — or cresting one, or
making aloan; but regardless, William may nevertheess consder that he has received the book asa
gift (or not). Asathird party John may perceive that a gift has been given and/or received,
independent of how Maria or William fed or express themsdves abot it.

It is easy to see that there is nothing that is gift “in itsaf.” Suppose Rachel gives a present —
aflower —to Jean. Thereis nothing about the flower that makesit a gift. It can readily be identified
asagift only in the context of seeing or knowing that Rachd givesit to Jean, and that she givesitin
acertain way, with a certain intention. To say that the flower isagift, then, isto say that the flower
is understood by the giver and/or receiver to be related in a specid way to Jean and Rachdl; it isthis
context al together, and nothing inherent in the flower, that alows the flower to be gift.1°

Second, in ardated sense a gift can be given or received even when there is no known
recipient or giver. Perhaps thisis most obviousin the artistic redlms—in which an artist “offersup” a
musica or other work as a gift (to whom?), or, an artist is sad to have (received) a“red gift” (from
whom?) — but in fact the same phenomenon is quite commonplace and everyday among ordinary
people. One might say “that day was a specid gift to me,” or “the idea occurred to me.”

Findly, gift is not dependent upon issues of possession. If | am walking past aflower it can

be a gift to me— or even a gift from me—evenif | never possessit, but merely think it into some

10T his question of intention has very significant implications for gift in religion and the gifts of God in
specific, as| will discussin chapter 4.

16



relational context.™*

This leads me to suggest that a fundamenta characteristic of the gift is that the gift has an
aspect of freedom, and respects no boundaries. Even when it isidentified, isolated, or defined, it
can have multiple and contradictory identities. Thet isto say, the same thing, the same action, the
same words spoken or written, can be both gift and not-gift at the same time. While it is this aspect
that makes gift so accessible, it is a the same time that which makes gift afundamentaly week
paradigm, compared for example to the paradigm of exchange, which ingsts upon possesson and
precise boundaries.

Defining gift

Againg the backdrop of thisfluidity, freedom and contradiction, | gpproach with some
reluctance the task of defining gift. On one hand, to propose that the word or concept of “gift”
needs to be defined at dl may suggest that one has aready fdlen prey to a process of ddiberate
confuson of what isin fact agenerdly well understood term. It could be argued that everyone
knows what a gift is2 On the other hand, a definition is aboundary that surrounds and constrains a
word or an idea. Even more to the point, as Vaughan points out, by proposing another word or
group of words as equivadent to the word in question, definition belongs to the paradigm of
exchange, which stands in opposition to the paradigm of gift.%3

Neverthdess my intention of reviewing how writers and thinkers have understood gift cdls

"Indeed, | will explorein chapter 5 whether possession precludes gift.

2The Oxford English Dictionary’ s primary definition of gift is“ Something, the possession of which is
transferred to another without the expectation or receipt of an equivalent; something transferred voluntarily to
another without any valuable consideration.”

A ccording to Vaughan a definition is equivalent to the word defined; it is equal to it and can take its

place or be exchanged. Genevieve Vaughan, For-Giving: A Feminist Criticism of Exchange (Austin: Plain View
Press, 1997).
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for some common reference points for understanding gifts. | will proceed by talking about five
critica agpects of gift that would be generdly accepted as essentid to its meaning. Firg, gift
involves ‘given-ness’ adate or characteristic of being given. This characterigtic raises many
interesting questions about origins, ownership, purpose, etc., and also suggests movement.

Second, gift involves afree choice, adecison of will. While it may be driven by some
internd sense of necessity or compulsion, it cannot be alegidated or obligatory thing, and isin each
gpecific indance avoluntary choice or decision.

Third, gift does not involve compensation or return. It is not one Sde of an equation. It
differs fundamentdly from a payment or exchange in that it isnot a“ded” or a contractud
arrangement. Thisis not to say that a gift has no effect or purpose, or that it comes to an end when it
isgiven. But a gift conceptually does not create an account to be baanced; it isnot aloan or an
advance.

Fourth, gift involves benevolent intention. While we may a times make reference to “gifts’
given with mdicious intent, thisis not a part of our consderation.

Ffth, gift givesits atention to the other. The purpose of the gift isthat the other have, or
have access to, something that they do not currently have/lhave access to. Thus the gift, in every way
(physcdly, in terms of intention and purpose) moves away from the giver.

Givenness

The most fundamental characterigtic of gift isthat of givenness. In smplest terms this means
thet gift isfirgt and foremost recognised by the fact that something is given. Vaious forms of the
verb give are used liberdly and loosgly in the English language, and as aresult these words

themselves are interesting but perhaps not especialy helpful. Often they are used idiomaticaly. For
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example, someone can be given “ahard time”’ or a begting, or a break. We can dso givetime,
giveup, or givein. Adding sumstogether gives atotd. Giveis dso frequently used in the language
of exchange and the market, as a synonym for pay. Givenness permegates human language and
thought.

| began this chapter by Stating that everything is gift. Thisis especidly a statement about the
givenness of everything. There is nothing that one can have, or that one can receive, that has not
been given. While gifts can be converted to possessons and used in turn to buy and sdll and
accumulate, while one may through one’'s own efforts develop a srong sense of having “earned’
what is received and what is then possessed, dl possession — al ownership — can be traced back to
the converdon of gifts—that which is given — into commodities (that which is possessed), and any
system that makes possession or ownership amord right (as virtudly dl legd systems do) haslost
sght of thisfact.

In his book Being Given; Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, Jean-Luc Marion
introduces his profound and often obscure inquiry into givenness by proclaming that “what shows
itself firg givesitself — thisis my one and only theme."** Marion’s particular interest is
phenomenology, and how our consciousness or awareness interacts with external things/objects. All
of these things— or phenomena— are given first and foremost, and should be understood by
definition as such, rather than as things that are defined by our analysis and subsequent description
of them. Here, given meansthat dl phenomena are given — present themselves, give themsalves—
to our consciousness. Thus everything is encountered as fundamentally given, if not as gift. Jacques

Derridamakesasmilar point:

1Jean-Luc Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenol ogy of Givenness (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2002) 5.
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The finite subject does not cregte its object, it receivesit, receptively. Receptivity is
interpreted as precisay the Situation of the created being, the creature, which
recalves everything in the world as something created. So it isagift. Everythingisa
g'ft'lS
Whilethisorigind givennessisacriticd d9gn of gift and of the gift paradigm, givennessis not
identicd to gift. There are other characteristics of gift that need to be considered.
Freely Given

In suggedting that gift isan act of free choice or free will, rather than something thet is
obligatory, | am approaching the awkward areas of motivation and cause. In negative terms, | am
suggesting that if | give something because | am obligated to give, and have no choice, thisgiving is
not giftgiving. Thisis one of the key areas where the subgstantid influence of anthropologica
commentary on the philosophical/religious reflections on gift has had a confusing effect. Beginning
with Mauss, anthropol ogists have focussed the didogue regarding gifts on objects that are given and
received in different societies and culturesin an obligatory way. From the first sentence of his essay
proper, Mauss makesit clear that when he speaks of gift he is spesking of something non-
voluntary:

The subject is clear. In Scandinavian civilisation, and in agood number of others,
exchanges and contracts take place in the form of presents; in theory these are voluntary, in
redlity they are given and reciprocated obligatorily.®
What is not clear is whether Mauss would contend that gifts are of necessity obligatory — |

can only assume not, Snce he concedes that “in theory” gifts are voluntary, and since his strong

emphags on the obligatory nature of the gift systems he is sudying would suggest that thisis

5Caputo, 67.

M auss, 3.
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unexpected or contrary to the norm. Later in thisessay | will address the question of whether truly
voluntary giving is possble, or whether it is only atheoretical concept. Meanwhile, note that if gift is
necessaxrily obligated, then there is redly no such thing as gift; or dternatively gift itsalf becomes
merely another form of commerce, of exchange and only of limited sociologicd interest as such.
“Obligatory gift” isamisnomer; aeuphemiam. In any event, Mauss scheme by which gift was
defined as obligatory has been taken as normative by subsequent writers on gift. For example,
Maurice Goddlier maintains that while gift should be without cdculation, it is not without
obligation.t” Marshdl Sahlins begins hisinquiry into gift by accepting Mauss question of why there
is return rather than whether .18

But beyond this critique of Mauss and other writers on gift, Marion’s propogtion that dl is
given —and my introductory statement that dl is gift — are categoricd statements thet leave no space
for dternatives, goparently contradicting the voluntary nature of gifts. If everything is necessarily
given in afundamentd, originary way, in wha sense can gift be an expresson of free will or choice?

| believe a digtinction can be made between a naturd pattern, an observation of the way
things happen in the world that humans experience on the one hand, and the human response to or
use of that pattern on the other. A paradigm isamodel or an archetype rather than the thing itsdf;
the human agent is left in every specific instance to respond to that pattern in one way or another,
according to our choice and/or responding to various influences. Assuming Marion is correct,
givennessis of the nature of things and the nature of human knowledge. Things present themselvesin

amode of givenness, they cannot do otherwise. It isin recelving these “givens’ that the question of

Maurice Godelier, The Enigma of the Gift, trans. Nora Scott (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1999) 5.

BMarshall Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (New Y ork: Aldine de Gruyter, 1972) 149ff.
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gift comes into play, as one can receive them, use them, and pass them on as gifts, or not.

Thisrases saverd questions regarding gift in rdigious context that | will return to later in this
essay, but that | want to acknowledge here. Marion is careful to state — and then attempts to build
the case —that his view of givenness does not presuppose a transcendent giver.'® But dearly many
people would view it differently, understanding originary givenness entirely in terms of agiving God.
Thisin turn raises a question of whether God' s giving is a chosen giving, or whether itisGod's
nature to give, and therefore there is no redl aternative. Stephen Webb suggests that “God' s giving
iswho God is, . . . God isas God gives.”? Thisis not acritical part of our discussion, but it
suggeststhat “origind gifts’ differ from subsequent giving. Whether or not the givenness of dl things
is understood in terms of agiving God, this givenness provides a pattern for giving rather than a
definition for gift. Even though God' s giving is commonly undersood asthe giving of gifts thisisan
gpproximation that is not ultimately useful without atheologica perspective that can encompass dso
an understanding that God choses to give. Choosing fredy to giveisacritica part of gift.
The Uncompensated Gift

A third characterigtic of gift isthat it is not a part of an equation; it is not one side of an
exchange; in short, it does not involve compensation. Since this aspect of gift istheissueto which |
am spesking in thisessay, | will not discussit at length here. Two introductory comments on the
question of compensation or return are in order.

Firg, in describing this aspect of gift above | have talked about what it is not. 1t may be

useful to try to find a podtive wording for this aspect of gift. Here | suggest that gift is an open

®Marion, chapter 7.

Dstephen Webb, The Gifting God: A Trinitarian Ethics of Excess (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1996) 127-128.
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invitation. It is something that presents or makes room for a new posshility; it is supplementary in
the sense that it adds to what is there (to what one has); it is something that moves toward an other
or toward others, or that comes from an other or others. Like an open invitation gift can be
responded to or not, be compensated or not, but that response is not inherent in or demanded by
the gift.

Second, it is difficult for humans to think outsde of reciproca terms. On the one hand thisis
because of the overwhelming power of dominant socid and economic models on the way people
think. Socid structures, both primitive and modern, strive for baance and order, and are therefore
highly reciprocd. All economic models and imagery are focussed on the return, or compensation —
the cost —to the virtud excluson of dl ese. The economic preoccupation with return, with the
exchange equation, goes so far as to incorporate words such as mutudity or reciprocity into its
vocabulary, in the process suppressing the unowned communitarian and relationd content of such
words.

But sociad and economic models are not the only — and perhaps not the primary —
contributors to reciproca thinking. The world of science and scientific processes dso hasamgor
impact. Issac Newton's Third Law of Motion states "For every action, there is an equd and
opposite reection." Thereislittle distance separating this and economic folk wisdom such as “you
get what you pay for,” or “nothing ventured, nothing gained.” But our conceptudisation of
reciprocity or “fairness’ aso goes beyond science and economics; it permesates our thinking about
how life works and can work aswdl. As aresult, for many religion is understood as the ultimate
comprehensive system of reciprocity, one that projects beyond the vagaries of unredised

reciprocity (unfairness) in thislife, and promises a settling of accounts after deeth.
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It is precisdy because of the dominance of the reciprocity modd in human thought thet it is
important to understand gift as something that escapes the exchange equation. Again, there can be
no point to the whole concept of gift if it — like economic exchange — smply involves a giving and
receiving that is reciprocated; there are many other words that adequately convey the idea of
reciproca exchange; gift is not needed.

Benevolent Intent

Gift isnot only defined by the intention that motivatesit; it is dso understood by both giver
and receiver that thisintention is benevolent.?! | have noted above (p. 13) Seneca s contention that
intention (rather than the thing that is given or recaived) is the gift. This underganding — that a
benevolent intention isitsalf a gift, and that the thing given/received is“asgn, visbleitsdf, of an
intention, agood will”# is particularly significant in that it makesit easier for usto see the digtinction
between gift and exchange. As Goux points out, when the intention is understood as the gift, it is
more obviousthat if thereis aresponse to the gift, “anew gift . . .will be made and not areturn. . .
It is not an exchange proper, but a relationship.”? Intention, as athing of the soul, defies
comparison or measurement, which isthe heart of exchange. Seneca notesthat “if you match the
giver agang the recipient, taking into consderation, as you mug, ther intentions in themsalves,
neither one nor the other will be the winners.”?*

Attention to the Other

ZMalevolent intentions abound, but they are only understood as gifts euphemistically.
ZGoux, 155.
ZGoux, 156.

2 ucius Seneca, Seneca: Moral Essays, Volume 11, trans. John W. Basore (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1935) 297.
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This aspect of gift will be discussed in depth in chapters 3, 4, and 5. What should be said
here in an introductory way isthat the “other focus’ of gift is a the core of the argument that gift can
be distinguished from exchange. Asis stressed in the following chapter, exchange can be reduced to
the question of “what will | recaive in return for what | give” or dterndively “wha mugt | givein
order to receive what | desire’. This demondtrates the ego focus of exchange if a“return” is
understood as normative, such afocusis unavoidable. But if there is such athing as a gift that is
motivated and driven by the need of the other, that needs no further judtification or rationdisation,
then the onerous preoccupation with return fals away, and with it the focus on sdif interest.
Attention to the other isthe heart of gift.

Summary

This atempt to give “definition” to gift cannot be entirely satisfactory because the freedom
of the gift ressts the bonds of definition. The characteristics discussed — givenness, free will or
choice, the absence of compensation, benevolent intention, and other orientation — can perhaps best
be understood as signs of the presence of gift. While there may be other characteridtics that are
ggnificart, it is hard to imagine gift without dl of these aspects present. The remainder of this essay
will focus especidly on reciprocity or return, but in the process | will remain attentive to this broader

understanding of how gift functions.
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Chapter 2: The Exchange Paradigm and the Gift

Thelogics of giving and of exchange contradict each other, but the oneis

also built upon the other. Exchangeis a constrained double gift in that the

receiver must give back to the giver an equivalent of what she has received.

The product of one person takes the place of the product of the other.

(Genevieve Vaughan)

In the introduction to this essay | have discussed a some length the observation that the
great mgority of commentators on gift —whether they come from the disciplines of theology,
philosophy or anthropology, view gift as a phenomenon located on the continuum of exchange.
Those who view gift as digtinct from exchange tend to see the two paradigms as a comprehensive
polarity. The perspective of this essay isthat gift issmply other than exchange; | would not claim
that gift and exchange between them divide dl the available space for modes of giving and recaiving.

Nevertheless, because gift is understood by many as so much apart of exchange, it seems
important to establish clarity regarding what is meant by exchange. The objective of this chapter is
to outline some of the basic understandings of the exchange paradigm. | begin by noting severd
writers views on the relationship between exchange and gift. Thisisfollowed by the consderation
of 9x characterigtics of exchange and how they function. Findly | highlight writings by Marshdl
Sahlins and Lewis Hyde that will help to darify the issue of self and other interest in exchange.

Contrasting Paradigms?

In chapter 3 of this paper | discussin some detail the thoughts of Genevieve Vaughan on the
relationship between exchange and unilaterd giftgiving as two contrasting paradigms around which
society is ordered. In summary, Vaughan believes that giftgiving isthe “origind” paradigm from
which exchange derives. She maintains this largely because she sees prior naturd patterns (eg. the

relationship between the sun and the earth, between mother and young, and in language or
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communication) that establish giftgiving a or near the origins of life. Exchange is alaer deviant form
of giftgiving and is seen by Vaughan as entirdy negative.

An dternative genedogy is put forward by Maurice Godelier. The anthropologist seesthe
two paradigms as complementary:

Human society drew on two sources for its emergence: contractual exchange on the

one hand, and non-contractua transmission on the other. And it continues to

advance on these two legs, to rest on these two bases, both of which are equaly

necessary and exist only by means of one another.

Goddier agrees with Vaughan that exchange — or contract — emerged later than gift in the evolution
of socid paradigms, but unlike VVaughan he does not understand exchange in gtrictly negetive terms.

A third perspective is one that says everything is and has aways been exchange, and
giftgiving is merely a sub-st, or an early type of exchange. Marcd Mauss is the most obvious
example of the many who implicitly or explicitly adopt this view.

These pogitions on the origins of different patterns are ambiguous, on the one hand they
represent interesting speculation, but at the same time they seem just that — speculative. To begin
with, there isno basis for undergtanding “first” asamora category. | see no particular merit to the
underlying assumption that what is origind has a de facto mora precedence based on that originality
adone. What can be said isthat giftgiving and exchange are two socid patternsthat function in
digtinct ways and that have probably both been present at least Since the earliest known human
socid structures.

Vaughan seems to see exchange and giftgiving as polar opposites, with exchange being evil
and giftgiving being good. She imagines aworld free of reciprocity and exchange, in which people

relate to each other uniqudly through sharing gifts. While the substance of much of Vaughan's

“Godelier, 36.
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critique is convincing, this sort of binary opposition does not seem helpful because it diminates
nuance, and because it suggests the need to choose in an ether/or way when the advantage of such
achoiceisnot at dl obvious.

Whileit is difficult to conceptualise an exchange-free world, or the necessity/ desirability of
the same, it isequdly difficult to know what Goddier redly intends by saying that exchange and
giftgiving are equaly necessary and “exist only by means of one another.” Again this both/and,
yinlyang approach is an appedling trestment of a supposed binary opposition, but what does it
mean? Vaughan' s assertion that exchange as a strong paradigm overtakes and incorporates gift
does seem true, regardless of whether gift isa prior paradigm to exchange.

Related to the above, aview of exchange as evil leads too eadily to it being personified and
treated as athinking, acting force with alife of its own. This seems often the case in Vaughan's
writing. While the following discussonis bascdly critica of exchange patterns, | attempt to avoid
presenting exchange smpligicdly as an evil force. My point isthet the gift | am discussng in this
essay isother than exchange.

Exchange often goes by a number of pseudonyms that can be confusing and mideading. For
example commer ce and economy are often used as sand-in terms. These give a particularly
monetary and materidistic meaning to exchange. Materid, commercia exchange itsdf comesina
variety of formsthat is often understood in evolutionary terms. For example, some anthropol ogists
see exchange progressing from what they call “gift exchange,” where goods are exchanged under a
loose but unmistakable assumption of return; to barter, where goods are exchanged for goods
without any guise of gift; to purchase, where money replaces goods as the means by which other

desired or needed goods are obtained.
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More problematic is the use of the term reciprocity. Whileits base word reciprocal isin
fact a synonym of exchange, the particular form of the word reciprocity has taken on an additional
meaning of mutudity, implying abond that is not necessarily present in exchange, and it is therefore
confusing when comparing giftgiving and exchange. Throughout this paper | neverthdess use the
term reciprocity as arough equivdent of exchange. My intention is thet it be understood morein
the physical or scientific sense of being inversely reated rather than the socid, “ mutudity” aspect of
the word.

A find aspect of the confusion that the term exchange entallsin the discussion of gift and
return isthat there is atendency to conflate any causal relationship between an action and whatever
follows into an exchange. The concept of exchange is thus broadened beyond usefulness. If any
action that resultsin anything ese is an exchange, then obvioudy virtudly everything that happensis
exchange. This suggests the need for greater precision in the way the term exchangeis used and
understood.

Defining Exchange

In the following | attempt to give more specific definition to the concept of exchange asit is
used in this paper, particularly with respect to how it relatesto gift. Once again rather than using a
forma definition | will discuss avariety of characterigtics of exchange.

Focus on the self; giving to receive Aswith gift, | am interested in exchange that involves
intention. Thisisto say that | am not concerned with any activity that happens to take the form of
an exchange, but rather with those exchanges that are deliberatdly initiated as exchanges. The
intention in question is that of obtaining or receiving something (materid or otherwise). In the context

of the exchange, thisintention concerns the need or desire of the sdf. In other words, if Rebecca
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initiates an exchange with James, the objective isto obtain or receive something that Rebecca wants
or needs.

This should not automaticaly be cast in negative or “sdfidh” terms; it is concelvable that
Rebecca engages in an exchange in order to obtain something that will in turn be given to or used
for someone ese, but in the context of the exchange it is Rebecca sinterest that is at issue. In the
same way, if James agrees to an exchange with Rebecca, he does so with his own interests at heart.

Thusin an exchange there are two intentions a play, which are identicad intentions, but
separate and disconnected from each other. Both intentionsinvolve giving in order to receive
something for the sdif. It could be added that in generd the exchange intends to recelve something
for the f to the advantage of the sdif; i.e. one exchanges at what one consders to be one's own
advantage. Exchange is not disinterested.

Comparison and measurement. Exchange requires comparison and measurement. It
involves both parties evaluating what is being given and what is being received and assumes that
things exchanged can be quantified and assigned a rdative vaue. In theory exchange seeksto
establish equdity of vaue or equd worth —asin one litre of milk isworth R. 5,00 — but in fact vadue
isdways highly rdaive and variable, even arbitrary. Vdue may be affected by many different
factors, materid and immaterid, objective and subjective. But in any case each party evduatesin
terms of sdf interest — asking the question “is it worth it to meto give thisin order to receive that.”

The dominance of the exchange paradigm reduces to value comparisons even those things
that people traditionaly believe cannot be given avaue, for example, pain and suffering, life, degth.
Absolution has been given avaue historicdly through the sde of indulgences, and in modern times

in more subtle ways. Lewis Hyde relates the story of auto manufacturers who baance investments
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necessay for safety improvements to vehicles againg probable loss of life by placing afixed
monetary vaue on a human life.8

Negative bonding. In exchange the bond between the parties is a negative one. Often
affective rdationships are seen as an impediment to exchange and are avoided. Exchange is in many
cases an adversarid activity, or a least a competitive one. For this reason some cultures have
axioms tha one should not lend money, or sdll a used automobile, to afamily member. The term “let
the buyer beware,” or caveat emptor indicates that exchange isrisky. Many exchangeslead to
legd suits, while manufacturers publish extengve disclamersto protect themsdves from disgruntled
consumers. Likewise the obligations of exchange (respective payments) are understood as binding
in anegative way, in that they are non-voluntary and have recourse to legd action.

Exchange is dso impersond, with the focus maintained on the items of exchange rather than
the partiesinvolved. In generd the circumstances of the people exchanging is of secondary interest.

There is another agpect to the anti-relationad aspect of exchange. Thisis that the goods or
sarvices transferred are completely aienated from those who give or exchange them. These goods
or services become the sole possessions of the respective receivers. It isdifficult to imagine a
“gpirit” of the origina owner in commodities that are bought and sold.?’

Classification and categorisation. Another effect of exchange isthat it encourages
classfying different things in ways that emphasise likenesses and de-emphasi se differences. The
preoccupation of exchange isto find a presumptive equivaence that will dlow the transaction to

take place. Therefore it is expedient to group together things that are smilar and give them a

%Hyde, 63-64.

Z'Mauss cites something of an exception to thisin Chinese law, where “ an individua who has sold an
item of his property, even amovable good, preserves hiswhole life through, vis avis the buyer, akind of right
‘to weep for his property’...” Mauss, 63-64.
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common vaue.

Scarcity. In her book For-Giving Genevieve Vaughan repeatedly makes the case thet the
exchange system requires scarcity. In a Stuation of abundance, she dates, giftgiving flourishes and
exchange is unnecessary. This seems demongtrably true. Abundance means that supply isfar greater
than demand. When the market is faced with abundance it often resorts to the destruction of excess
in order to stimulate exchange.?® As an example, farmers in North America are often subsidised to
promote scarcity (in anironic contrast to traditiond motifs connecting agriculture with abundance)
by kesping agricultura land out of production.?

Dominating Paradigm. Elsewherein this paper | note that giftgiving is a paradigm of
weakness in that it does not demand areturn; indeed, it does not demand at dl. Exchange, by
contrast, makes very explicit demands and as such can be seen paradigm that must dominate.
Because it requires and demands, it leads to the crowding out or overtaking of competing
paradigms. In many parts of the world annud times of traditiond giftgiving (especialy Christmas but
a0 other rdigious holidays) are the year’ s most active and profitable periods of exchange.

That exchange has dready largely “taken over” forma giving can aso be seen by the fact
that charitable organisations promote themsdves and solicit “gifts’ by emphassng exchange —what
the giver will receive —dong with need. Examples of this are afocus on tax deductions or business
writeoffs for charitable giving, emphasis on “exactly what your contribution will do,”and the

“packaging” of need to suit donor preference. Many non profit agencies that depend on giving use

BFor example, food-grains, milk, etc. are routinely destroyed when prices drop below acceptable levels
dueto over-supply. At roadside produce standsiit is often the case that while the earliest tomatoes and other
vegetables are high priced, in the fullness of the season if thereis agood year the same vegetables may be
offered free of charge. On alarger scale —i.e. acompany or business whose entire purpose is exchange — the
option of giving away excessis not an option, unlessit can be donein exchange for some benefit.

#0Once again with some irony, this could be seen as returning gifts to the earth.
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meatching schemestha “give a greater return on your gift.” A pervasve movement among “heping”
or “giving” agencies toward contractuadism, by which specific quid pro quos are required of the
recipients, is another expression of the same phenomenon. All of these practices prevdent in
charitable agencies emphasi se the need for a return to the donor, thus converting gift into
commodity. It demondrates thet it is very difficult for exchange to co-exist with giftgiving, because a
focus on sdf interest isdl consuming, and ultimately even commodifies “other-interest.” Vaughan
notes that

Asatemplate or degp metgphor for other interactions, exchange is very powerful.

The sdf-reflecting agpect in the equation of vaue (x commodity =y amount of

money) creates an atificid sandard for what humans are and what thelr reations
should be*®

To conclude this chapter on the nature of exchange | will review two trestments that
illugrate in different ways the re ationships between giftgiving and exchange,

Marshall Sahlins' Typology of Exchange

In hisessay On the Sociology of Primitive Exchange, Marshdl Sahlins developsa
typology of exchange that chalenges arigid view of exchange in opposition to gift.3! Sahlins' study
is anthropologica, focussed specificaly on traditiond societies, though with adaptation it has
relevance for our more generd interest.

Sahlins points of reference are the immediacy and the equivaence of the return of materids
given. Histypology proposes an exchange continuum from what might be caled “pure gift” to theft.

He emphasises that exchange in traditional societies cannot be understood in terms of the narrowly

®\Wyschogrod, 100.

®Sahlins, 185-276.
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economic. To amuch greater extent than is the case in modern society, materid traffic and different
levels of reciprocity therein not only reflect the relationships of those involved, they dso function as
instruments of socid relaions. “If friends make gifts, gifts make friends.”*2

“Generdised reciprocity” is a one extreme of the continuum. Thisinvolves, for example, the
daily kindnesses of sharing, hospitdity, and neighbourliness. Sahlinsingsts that reciprocity/return is
not absent even at this extreme, but it is vague and indefinite, and often may never take place. The
return depends on the possibilities of the recelver. “Failure to reciprocate does not cause the giver
of stuff to stop giving...”*® Here the “materia flow” is sustained by the relations that exis.

“Bdanced reciprocity” isthe midpoint of Sahlins' continuum. Thisis what would be
understood as trade, commerce, but it dso includes certain kinds of “gift exchanges.” In balanced
reciprocity it is assumed that areturn must be effected in atimely way, and that equivdenceisan
issue. Relationships are dependant on the materid flow.

The far extreme Sahlins calls “ Negative reciprocity.” Here the prevdent attitude isto get as
much as possible for aslittle as possble. It would include barter but aso trickery, theft and seizure.

Sahlins goes on to describe in consderable detall what factors determine the level of
reciprocity that comes into play. As might be expected the most Sgnificant of theseiskinship
distance; closer kinship cdlsfor more generalised reciprocity —i.e. less insgstence on return and
greater gpproximation of “pure gift.” But there are other important factors, including socid rank,

age, relative wedlth, and the different kinds of goodsinvolved.®*

325ahlins, 186.
3sahlins, 194.
*|t isimportant to observe that the question of morality relating to giving and receiving in traditional

societiesis not generalised. The moral focusison relationships. If “good and bad” are determined by the
interests of those with whom oneis most closely related (through kinship especially, but otherwise as well), then
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Congderable emphasisis placed on the fact that reciprocity isimprecise. Not only are there
avaiety of determining factors, these factors interact with each other with much nuance.
Furthermore the individud playersin exchange have digtinct persondities, and may be by nature
more or less sdf-interested or dtruitic. In addition, as mentioned above the various forms of
exchange are not merdly reflective of socia reations, they can aso be used to create or change
such reations. Sahlins notes that thisimprecison isa socid good.

The exchange that is symmetrica or unequivocaly equd carries some disadvantage

from the point of view of dliance: it cancels debts and thus opens the possibility of

contracting out. If neither Sdeis“owing” then the bond between them is

compardively fragile. But if accounts are not squared, then the rdationship is

maintained by virtue of “the shadow of indebtedness” and there will haveto be

further occasions of association, perhaps as occasions of further payment.

A further effect of thisimprecison in whether, how, when, why, and to what degree things
given are returned, isto cal into question the vdidity of the use of the word reciprocity as a
conceptua heading for the movement of goods and services at issue. To peak of atypology of
reciprocity isto dready bias our thinking in such away as to focus on an exchange, on the return,
when in fact a both extremes thereislittle or no return at dl. Sahlins himsdf makes the interesting
related point that reciprocity proprement diteis not the norm in traditiona society:

The casua received view of reciprocity supposes some fairly direct one-for-one

exchange, balanced reciprocity, or a near gpproximation of balance. It may not be

ingppropriate, then, to footnote this discusson with a respectful demur: thet in the

main run of primitive sodieties, taking into account directly utilitarian aswell as

indrumenta transactions, balanced reciprocity is not the prevalent form of

exchange. A gquestion might even be raised about the stability of balanced

reciprocity. Balanced exchange may tend toward sdf-liquidation. . . . May we
conclude that balanced reciprocity isinherently unstable? Or perhaps thet it requires

it followsthat at the centre one gives gifts, on the periphery one exchanges, and outside of the boundaries
anything goes.

%58ahlins, 222.
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specia condiitions for continuity?%

Sahlins essay neverthdess raises questions regarding the assertions above that exchange
involves sef-interest and negative bonding. | will take up these questions following an overview of
another treetment of exchange, this one by Lewis Hyde.

Usury: A History of Gift Exchange®

In this essay Lewis Hyde traces the history of usury, particularly in the Judaeo-Chrigtian
tradition. He begins by noting that origindly the term usury referred to interest of any kind, rather
than excessve interest as in the modern meaning of the word. Deuteronomic law prohibited usury
(interest) within the tribe, but alowed it outsde the triba or faith boundary.

Y ou shal not charge interest on loans to another |sradite, interest on money,

interest on provisons, interest on anything that islent. On loansto aforeigner you

may charge interest, but on loansto another Isradlite you may not charge interest. .

. (Deuteronomy 23: 19-20)

Hyde notes that an interest free loan means that the increase thet is created by the money that is
loaned is seen as afree gift, and within the “ gift cirde’ such gifts must circulae rather than being
gppropriated by an individua. Thus usury is prohibited within the tribe. Beyond the boundary there
isrisk that the increase or gift will be expropriated and logt to the group, therefore in the
Deuteronomic law interest is alowed with “ srangers.”

Jesus teachings complicated the issue of usury because Jesus essentidly caled into question
the boundary between “brother” and “other.”

When someone asks, “Who is my neighbor?’ Jesustells the story of the good

Samaritan. Compassion, not blood, makes one a brother. This spirit changes the
boundary of the tribe. The house of Isradl has no wall (except faith) after Jesus

%Sahlins, 223 (emphasis added).

¥"Hyde, 109-140.
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travelsto Tyre and Sidon and is himself moved by the faith of the Canaanite
woman.*®

Thisradica adjustment of boundaries leaves no room for usury.

Hyde points out thet this resulted in usury being disdlowed in the early church and
throughout the Middle Ages. From the time of the joining of the church and the state under
Congtantine, the boundary of the “tribe’ became the boundary of the state, and usury was permitted
when dedling with those beyond the stateffaith, those seen as enemies.®

Under Luther and the Reformation mora law and economic life were separated. The state's
increasing interest in commerce and property rights led to the growth of private property. One of
the results of this change was that the distinction between interest and usury was legitimated, giving
usury the excessve, negative meaning that it maintainstoday. A further result was aradicd shift in
the location of the boundary between brother and other.

In the Old Testament, mankind as awhole is seen as ether Brother or Other, and

an |gradite conducts himsdf differently depending on whom he iswith. Now each

man is divided. The church and the state may be separate but each man partakes of

both. When each man has a civil and amord part, the brother and the stranger live

sde by sdein his heart. Now when | meet someone on the street he is either dien

or kin, depending on his business*

Hyde suggests that this shift leads to a strange reversd. The charging of interest — previoudy
something reserved for strangers— is now the accepted way among friends. Money isloaned (with

interest) to those whom one trugts. On the other hand charity — which resembles the giving of gifts—

becomes away of deding with the stranger.

®Hyde, 116.

*Hyde points out that this essentially eliminated the middle ground of exchange; what Sahlins refersto
as balanced reciprocity. Here the only possibilities are friend or enemy. See Hyde, 135.

“Hyde, 125.
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Charity treats the poor like the diens of old; it isaform of foreign trade, away of
having some commerce without including the stranger in the group. At itsworg, it is
the “tyranny of gift,” which uses the bonding power of generogty to manipulate
people.!

The Sahlins and Hyde essays raise questions related to sdf interest and negative bonding,
which | have proposed as characteristic of exchange earlier in this chapter. At issuein particular is
Sahlins category of generalised reciprocity that closely resembles “pure gift.” The writer asserts
that exchange that takes place within the traditiona family/ community often focusses more strongly
on the socid than on the materia aspects of the transaction. The obligation to return is suppressed
and may in fact never befulfilled. At thisleve “exchange’ is often ameansto initiate or maintain
socid relations rather than a method of obtaining a desired return.

Sahlins typology raises avariety of questions. Isthisin fact a continuum of exchange as
Sahlins maintains, or isit rather describing a gpectrum that includes gift and exchange? If the latter,
doesit suggest that gift and exchange can best be understood as a Single category having to do with
the socid and historical movement of goods and services, movement that is dways expressed in the
specific as some kind of mixture of characterigtics of the two “paradigms’? If it islegitimately a
description of varieties of exchange, does thisimply that gift is Smply one form of exchange, or is
there adidtinct category of unilatera giftgiving that does not gppear in Sahlins' typology? If Sahlins
isin fact describing exchange, how does one explain the apparent “ other-interest” and “ relationship-
building” intent and effect of generalised reciprocity?

It ison the last of these questions that | want to focus here. To begin with, Sahlinsis

describing traditiona societies. In such settings both the individua — the sdlf —and ownership are

“Hyde, 138.
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understood quite differently from the modern context of thisinquiry. The adage “I am because we
ae’ — 0 often gpplied to traditiona societies — if taken serioudy requires adifferent definition of
self interest from the one generdly accepted, which involves an individud sdf. If the sdf isinfact in
some sense more plurd, as many indg isthe case, then our understanding of sdf-interest must be
redefined accordingly. Christopher Jencks, in describing different kinds of unselfishness, Sates:

What | will cal empeathic unsdfishness derives from the fact that we “identify” with

people outside oursaves. We incorporate their interests into our subjective welfare

function, so that their interests become our own. As aresult, our ‘sdfigh’ interests

are no longer synonymous with the interests of the biologica organism in which our

consciousness resides.

A modern idedlisation of the generdised reciprocity that takes placein traditiond societiesisthusto
some extent misplaced, and what may appear as disinterested gift-giving might better be understood
asin some sense giving to the sdif.

Thisview would have asmilar implication for the question of relationships and negative
bonding. There is no doubt that much of the moraly prescribed generalised reciprocity that takes
place in traditiond societies doesin fact build relationships within the group in question. But to the
extent that the boundary of the sdif isin such cases extended beyond the individud, giving within the
close community amounts to building relaionships with the sdif, or developing the basic identity. It is
amilar to modern giving within the nuclear family, and as such it is neither gift nor exchange, but a
form of self development or sdf redisation.

What is particularly useful in both the Sahlins and the Hyde essaysiis the perspectives on the

ggnificance of boundaries. Sahlins emphasises that modes of exchange change on the basis of

boundaries — boundaries of kinship, rank, class, etc. Hyde follows the theme of usury through

“2Christopher Jenks, “The Social Basis fo Unselfishness,” The Gift: An Interdisciplinary Perspective,
ed. Aafke Komter (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1996), 177.
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various higtorica redefinition of boundaries in the Judaeo-Christian story — between the |sradlites
and surrounding groups, between the Chrigtian date and its “enemies,” between the sdif and the
other. Significantly, as Hyde points out, Jesus gpparent abalition of boundaries between the
“brother and the other” causes a consderable dilemmafor exchange generdly and laws of usury in
particular.

Elsawhere in his book Hyde makes the telling comment that exchange functions between
two distinct spheres.

We might best picture the difference between gifts and commoditiesin this regard

by imagining two territories separated by aboundary. A gift, when it moves across

the boundary, ether stops being a gift or ese abolishes the boundary. A commodity

can cross the line without any change in its nature; moreover, its exchange will often

establish aboundary where none previoudy existed (as, for example, inthe sde of a

necessity to afriend). Logos-trade draws the boundary, eros-trade erases it.*®

In this view the socidly obligatory giving that operates within the boundary of the group —
Sahlins generalised reciprocity — is something other than gift as | have defined it. Just as property
within such traditiond groups to alarge degree belongsto and is for the benefit of the group, so
what is given within the group need not return, because in ared sense it has never |eft.

Thisisnot to say thet there is no gift in traditiond cultures. Sahlins points out that there are
many unknowns and uncertainties, and while he dwells on the negative side of these uncertainties
(“the people may be gingy”; “inclinations of sdlf-interest are unleashed that are incompatible with

the high levels of sociability customarily demanded’; “dl the things that make sharing good and

proper may not evoke in an afluent man the indinaion to do it"*), there would by the same token

“Hyde, 61.

4Sahlins, 203-204
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be the positive unknowns — people who show unobligated generosity, and generosity that goes

beyond the boundaries of the group. Thisisthe terrain of gift —free of obligation and free of return.
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Chapter 3: The Literature of Gift and Exchange

Gift givingisat least in part a cultural artifact, a socially created

institution, embedded in specific rituals and particular languages of rules

and customs. What giving doesiswhat it says, so that language and act are

fused together. Style and function are thus the two interrelated features of

the form of the gift. Gift giving, after all, isnot only a physical act but also

rhetorical; itisaform of self expression and a way of communicating with

others, aswell as a means of distributing goods outside the usual

operations of the market. (Stephen Webb)

| have emphasised in the Introduction and subsequently that the return of the gift —whether
agift imposes an obligation, whether it isa commerce or an economy —is the centra question
addressed by the vast mgority of those persons of different disciplines who are engaged in thinking
about and discussing gifts. Because the position of this essay isthat thereis giving and recaiving that
cannot be understood as exchange, it is essentid to criticdly examine the arguments of those who
explictly or implicitly deny such apossihility. My purpose in this chapter is thusto identify and
critique the treetment of this theme of return asit is articulated by a selection of commentators on
gift.

The five writers reviewed here come from diverse disciplines— sociology, literary criticiam,
philosophy, socid activism, theology — but dong with many others*® each makes vauable
contributions to our understanding of the return of gifts. | will give particular atention to Marce
Mauss, Lewis Hyde, Jacques Derrida, Genevieve Vaughan, and Stephen Webb, identifying their
diverse perceptions of the relaionship of gift and exchange, and the issue of return or reciprocity in

gift. By following this theme through the works of these writers, | will articulate more clearly my own

view that thereis gift — giving and receiving — which is not captive to exchange.

“Notably Maurice Godelier, Marshall Sahlins, Pierre Bourdieu, Annette Weiner, Georges Bataille, Aafke
Komter, Lucius Seneca, Stephen Tyler, Jean-Joseph Goux, Adriaan Peperzak. See bibliography.
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Mauss Gift

Marcel Mauss was a French sociol ogist/philosopher/anthropol ogist who lived from 1872 to
1950. His most noted work, Essai sur le Don, wasfirgt published in 1925. This brief work,
published in English as The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, has
become the undisputed point of departure for subsequent study and reflection on gift by
philosophers, theologians, anthropologists and sociologists dike.

There are many useful commentaries on Mauss work, beginning with Claude Lévi-Strauss
Introduction a I’ oeuvre de Marcel Mauss, first published in 1950.% My discussion of Mauss here
isin no way meant to ded comprehensively with hiswriting on gift; instead | wish to look
specificdly a the fact of hiswork as a sarting point for subsequent consideration of gift, and within
that focus, Mauss views on gift and exchange. Mauss own purpose goes in a different direction,
and my comments should not be seen as engaging that purpose, but rather as chdlenging the Satus
of Mauss work as a primary source for understanding gifts.

The problematic of Mauss commentary on gifts begins before the book is opened. Thetitle
and sub-title present an insurmountable contradiction: The Gift: The Form and Reason for
Exchange in Archaic Societies. Gift isfor Mauss a category or stage of exchange. Evenif one
discounts the sub-title as an addition of the trandator, as | noted in chapter 1, Mauss iswriting of
“gift” that istheoreticdly voluntary, but in fact obligatory and requiring reciprocation or return. Thus
Mauss establishes that gift is a part of the exchange paradigm, and that gifts are given and
reciprocated obligatorily. Again as discussed briefly in chapter 1, it is unclear whether Mauss would

contend that gifts are of necessity obligatory. | can only assume not, Since he concedes that “in

“Claude L évi-Strauss, I ntroduction to the Work of Marcel Mauss, trans. Felicity Baker (London:
Routledge, 1987). One of the most thorough recent studies of Maussisthat of Godelier, The Enigma of the Gift.
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theory” gifts are voluntary, and snce his srong emphasis on the obligatory nature of the gift systems
he is sudying would suggest that thisis an unexpected finding or contrary to the norm.

In any event, as will be shown later in this chapter it is easily demongtrable that there are
things that are given voluntarily without compensation. Why then does Mauss — and virtudly the
entire corpus of anthropologists Snce Mauss — use the term gift to describe giving that is both
obligatory and compensated? The question seems particularly gppropriate sSince there are many
aternative words that can be used to describe transfers of goods, services and personsthat are
obligatory and/or compensated — such astribute, reward, tax, loan, sale, trade, bribe, exchange,
purchase, etc. To begin to answer this question one should take note of the items and types of
transactions that Mauss refers to as gifts and gift exchanges:

Moreover, what they exchangeis not solely property and wedth, movable and

immovable goods, and things economicaly useful. In particular, such exchanges are

acts of politeness. banquets, rituas, military services, women, children, dances,

fedtivas, and fairs, in which economic transaction is only one dement, and in which

the passing on of wedth is only one feature of a much more general and enduring

contract. Findly, these total services and counter-services are committed to in a

somewhat voluntary form by presents and gifts, dthough in the find andyssthey are

strictly compulsory, on pain of private or public warfare®’

It isthe potlatch, and other less agonigtic ritud giving and counter giving that ssem to
epitomise the phenomenon for Mauss, and one might speculate that it was the spectacle of such
graphic displays of giving that drew his attention — and that of other anthropologists — and led to the
development of this thoughts around the “gift” theme.

Thus on the one hand the activity in question looked very much like gift giving on the

surface, and on the other hand it was clearly seen to have much more or much different meaning

4'Mauss, 6.



than smple economic activity aswe know it. Since there are few categories or paradigms other than
gift and commodity by which to classify relationships between people involving goods and/or
sarvices, it is perhaps understandable why the phenomenon was termed gift.

To adegree Mauss himsdlf recognises that the “gift” category is not gppropriate for the
phenomenon heis describing: “The terms that we have used — present and gift — are not themselves
entirely exact.” (p.72-3) He goes on to say “We shdl, however, find no others” (p.73) Thisis
because the categories that are used to distinguish economic and other socid activities are Smply
not relevant in the cases he has sudied. Mauss stresses the relative complexity of relationshipsin
traditiona societies, which complicates our efforts to understand exchange:

The clans, the generaions, and the sexes generdly — because of the many different

relationships to which the contracts give rise — are in a perpetuad state of economic

ferment and this date of excitement is very far from being materididic. It isfar less

prosaic than our buying and sling. . . .. itisasort of hybrid that flourished.*®

Elsawhere Mauss is even more clear that the phenomenon he is studying only gppears to be
agift phenomenon:

Almost dways such services have taken the form of the gift, the present generoudy

given even when, in the gesture accompanying the transaction, thereis only apolite

fiction, formaism, and socid deceit, and when redly there is obligation and

economic saf-interest.*

From the beginning of his essay Mauss makes it dear that gift “exchange’ should be seen as

continuous with trade or commerce. It issmply an early or primitive form of trade: “We shdl see

the market as it existed before the indtitution of traders and before their main invention — money

proper.” (p. 4)

®Mauss, 72-73.

“Mauss, 6.
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Mauss book, then, is not realy the most useful point of departure for gift theory and studies
of gift giving, Snce even by the author’ sadmisson it is not aout gifts, but obligatory and
compensated exchanges disguised as gifts. In asense Mauss point is the opposite of my thesis that
gift is not an economy. Heis dear: gift isan economy, or a part of asystem in which giving and
receiving are dways in areciprocd reationship with each other:

For Mauss, gift must dways be reciprocated/returned; the obligation is a given. In fact, not
only is reciprocation obligatory, but giving and receiving are aswell:

Theinditution of ‘totd services does not merdly carry with it the obligation to

reciprocate presents received. It also supposes two other obligations just as

important: the obligation, on the one hand, to give presents, and on the other, to

receive them.>

The difference in how gift is defined or understood is clear.

Let me reiterate what is dready stated in the introduction to this essay. My task isnot to
discredit any particular view or definition of gift. But | do rgject those “ definitions’ of gift which are
absolute and ingst on taking possession of gift and confining it to particular and rigid boundaries. |
would readily agree that the phenomenon examined by Mauss functions as an economy, and even
as part of the economy. And Maussis clearly free to cal that phenomenon “gift.” But to take the
further step of saying that because the giving and receiving Mauss observed appeared obligatory, or
had to be reciprocated, therefore gift in genera is obligatory and reciproca isto go too far. My
contention isSmply that a different kind of giving and receiving does exigt, and that this
giving/receiving in fact corresponds subgtantialy to our everyday understandings about and
definitions of gift —that it is excessve, and that it is voluntary, uncompensated, and motivated by

benevolent intent.

50Mauss, 13.
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Particularly in light of Mauss understanding of gift as an economy, it is worthwhile to look
more closaly at the red concern of Mauss The Gift, which iswhy “gift” must be returned:

What rule of legality and self-interest, in societies of a backward or archaic
type, compels the gift that has been received to be obligatorily reciprocated?
What power residesin the object given that causesits recipient to pay it
back?*!

The most important feature . . . is clearly one that obliges a person to reciprocate
the present that has been recelved. . . . Let usstudy it in greater detail, and we will
plainly see what force impels one to reciprocate the thing received, and generaly to
enter into real contracts.>?

Mauss answers this question in a complicated and ultimatdly unsatisfactory way. In brief,
what the writer proposesis that the thing thet is given —the gift —is not inanimate; indteed it
ppossesses some part, some aspect of the “spirit” or soul of the “origind owner”; furthermore this
Sirit longsto return to its “home,” its origind “owner,” or to cause some equivaent to o return.

What imposes obligation in the present received and exchanged, is the fact that the
thing received is not inactive. Even when it has been abandoned by the giver, it ill
possesses something of him......This something must be returned to the origind
giver.....the legd tie, atie occurring through things, is one between souls, because
the thing itsdf possesses asoul, is of the soul. Hence it follows that to make a gift of
something to someone is to make a present of some part of onesdf.......Inthis
system of ideas one clearly and logically realizes that one must give back to
another person what isredly part and parcel of his nature and substance, because
to accept something from somebody is to accept some part of his spiritual essence,
of hissoul........ “Fndly, the thing given is not inactive. Invested with life, often
possessing individudity, it seeks to return to what Hertz cdled its * place of origin’ or
to produce, on behdf of the clan and the native soil from which it sprang, an
equivalent to replaceit.”

| do not have any objection to the fact that Mauss solution to his fundamentd question

takes us into a metaphysicd or spiritud redm. Instead there are two substantive critiques. First, the

*Mauss, 3 (author’s emphasis).
2Mauss, 7.

SMauss, 11-13 (emphasis added).
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logic of Mauss solution isnot at dl as sdf evident as he suggests. If one gives something thet isin
some spiritud sense “part and parcd of his nature and substance,” it does not follow that the thing
must be returned to the giver because it is part of him or her, nor doesit follow that it in some way
seeks to return to its place of origin. Mauss states, above, that in “this system of ideas one clearly
and logicdly redizesthat one mugt give back” something coming from ancther person because the
giftisapart of the giver. In fact there is nothing clear or logicd about such aview of ownership. The
mythologicd paradigm of return is no stronger than that of expansion and venturing out. Indeed a
convincing case can be made that the dominant paradigm of life itsdlf is one of moving out, of
expanson, and of giving up the self — parts of our spiritual essence — to the creation of something
new. The suggestion that any thing that is of me mugt return to meislogicd only in astrongly
ownership-oriented mentdity. It is hard to see how it would gppear logica in amore pervasively
communitarian context where ownership is a tenuous and often e usive concept.

While | do not find the idea of spirit or soul of the thing given objectionable, it doesraise the
further question of whether only so-called gifts have this connection to the owner/giver, or whether it
isds0 present in things that are clearly exchanged or sold. If s, does the spirit of athing sold
behave any differently than the spirit of agift?

A second way in which Mauss' solution is objectionable is thet it is unnecessarily complex.
Once the case is made that gift is an economy, not only from the andyticd view of the
anthropologit, but from the point of view of the subject as wdl, there remains no mystery why a
“gift” must be returned. It isfor the same reason that when one is“given” amed a arestaurant one
must “reciprocate’ a the cash register when one leaves. because it is an economic or exchange

activity. Mauss seemsto want to have it both ways. he names the phenomenon as “gift,” then asserts
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that gift is an economy, then presents as amysery the fact that his redefined “gift” functions
economicdly. Mauss gift returns because that is how he has recognised and defined it.

In conclusion, | do not take issue with Mauss' basic andlyss of how apparent presents or
giftsare used in archaic — as well as many modern — societies. What | question is whether Mauss
undergtanding of gift is broad enough, and whether there isjudtification in assuming from Mauss
study that return and obligation are inherent to gift per se.

Hyde' s Gift

Lewis Hydeis a poet, writer, and literary critic. Hisbook The Gift: Imagination and the
Erotic Life of Property is an atempt to outline “atheory of gift exchange.”>* Hyde writes primarily
from the point of view of the artist rather than the scientist, though he draws upon Mauss and other
anthropologist commentators on gift.

There is much that could be discussed at great length from Hyde' s writing. | want to look
very briefly a the writer’ s contribution to the question of reciprocity or return. In thisHydeis at
times confusing because he uses the language of Mauss — with frequent references to gift exchange,
the return of the gift, and even “obligation” — and yet it seems clear that Hyde sees these aspectsin a
way thet is dgnificantly different from Mauss. While the gift of Mauss study isagift that provides
and reinforces structure, order, balance and status quo to society, Hyde s gift is aways permesting
boundaries, leading away from what is, and pointing toward akind of disorderly or chaoticdly free
space, to the unknown.

Hyde recognises clearly the problem of obligated gift:

Now, it istrue that something often comes back when a gift is given, but if thiswere

**Hyde, xvi.
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made an explicit condition of the exchange, it wouldn't be a gift.>®
He goes on to make the ingghtful point thet gift is disinguished from market exchange in that the
latter is concerned with balancing the scae, while in the case of the gift

...there is momentum, and the weight shifts from body to body.....Another way to

describe the motion of the gift isto say that a gift must aways be used up,

consumed, eaten. The gift is property that perishes. ....agift is consumed when it

moves from one hand to ancther with no assurance of anything in return. Thereis

little difference, therefore, between its consumption and its movement.>

The ideathat the gift is consumed — is “property that perishes’ — servesto ensure aradica
separation from the giver, and causes dso the death of any obligation of the recaiver to the giver.
Mauss “spirit” of the“origind owner™ isdso logt in this consumption, and with it the obligation to
return.

Hyde distinguishes between return and movement: “...it is better if the gift is not returned but
is given instead to some new, third party. The only essentid isthis: the gift must always move.”®’
Inacritica passage on reciprocity, Hyde further defines this movement and its distinctiveness from
quid pro quo:

We commonly think of gifts as being exchanged between two people and of

gratitude being directed back to the actual donor. ‘ Reciprocity,’ the standard socia

science term for returning a gift, has this sense of going to and fro between

people.... Reciproca giving isaform of gift exchange, but it isthe Smplest. The gift

movesin acircde, and two people do not make much of acirde.... Circular giving

differsfrom reciprocd giving in severa ways. Fird, when the gift movesin acircle

Nno one ever recaives it from the same person he givesit to..... When | giveto

someone from whom | do not receive,...it is asif the gift goes around a corner
before it comes back. | have to give blindly.%®

®Hyde, 9.
S5Hyde, 8-9.
S"Hydeg, 4.

SHyde, 15-16.
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In contrast to Mauss, where gift giving is understood as that which cements society and
srengthens its boundaries, for Hyde the gift circle leads ever outward:

When we are in the spirit of the gift we love to fed the body open outward. The

ego’ sfirmness has its virtues, but a some point we seek the dow dilation ... in

which the ego enjoys awidening give and take with the world and isfindly

abandoned in ripeness..... Now the part that says‘me’ is scattered. Thereisno

boundary to be outside of , unless the universe itsdlf is bounded.>®

But precisely on this point, Hyde does not smply drift avay into blissful, gift-filled mysticd
gpace. One senses that the poetic metaphor takes him in one direction while a desire to spesk to
red, practical community draws him back to another.%° He concludes his essay by saying that
neither gift nor commodity — the “two primary shades of property” —

..Isever seeninits pure state, for each needs a least atouch of the other —
commodity must somewhere be filled and gift somewhere must be encircled.®!

Despite this qudification, what is gained from Hyde on the question of gift and return or
reciprocity is the suggestion that gift is not just an early form of commaodity, or commodity in
disguise. Hyde — more as a poet than as asocia scientist — opens the way for understanding gift as
atruly dternative paradigm, one that is expansive and looks outward, one for which the circle of
gifts—if itisacosed circle—at least extends much more widdy and is less confining, less sdif-
conscious, than the circles of obligation described by Mauss.

Derrida’s Gift

Jacques Derridais a contemporary philosopher who is probably best known for his

asoci ation with deconstructionism. For some time he has been interested in, and has written

®Hyde, 17.

%M ore on Hyde' s resolution of the question of return and boundary is found in the discussion on
usury in chapter 2 of this essay, and in the author’ s chapter titled The Gift Community, 74-92.

S1Hyde, 139.
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extengvey on, the gift and related aporia —a Greek term meaning a dilemmawith no apparent
solution, and one of Derrida s favoured terms and concepts. His observations on gift are best
summarised by his assertion that gift istheimpossible, but it is never clear exactly what he means by
this. It seemsthat akey part of Derrida s understanding of his mission isto evade every attempt at
definition and to actively practice the fluidity and dadticity of words and concepts. Fair enough; it is
not necessary for us to understand dl of the intricacies of Derridd s understanding of gift, because
his basic presentation of the gporia of gift is adequatdly clear, and theissues | want to raise
regarding Derrida s gift come directly from that presentation. Once again the andysis and
commentary will focus on the thesis that gift is not a commerce or an economy.

While gift has been a repeated theme in Derrida swriting, it isin Donner e temps,
published in 1991 and trandated as Given Time: 1. Counterfeit Money that the essentia
understanding is best outlined. Given Timewasin turn based in part on essays and lectures dating
back to the late 1970's. The theme is woven through subsequent writings and has aso been treated
prominently in John Caputo’ s commentaries on Derrida

My perspective on Derridd s trestment of gift can be summarised by the following:

1 Derrida s critique of Mauss (that Mauss does not redly ded with gift) isvery smilar to
mine.
2. But ultimately Derrida— in his very criticiam of Mauss gift “economy”— himsdf relieson

“economic’ thinking.

3. Furthermore, Derrida draws (from where?) a set of rules and absolutes about gift asa
concept and as a possibility that are never accounted for, and that seem thoroughly

incompatible with his decongtructionist orientation.
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4, Ultimatdy | disagree with Derrida about the possibility of gift without return.

The Critique of Mauss

Derrida begins where we must begin, with the question of economy or return.

What is economy? Among its irreducible predicates or semantic vaues, economy

no doubt includes the values of law (nomos) and of home (oikos, home, property,

family, the hearth, the fire indoors). Nomos does not only sgnify the law in generd,

but aso the law of digtribution (moira), the given or assigned part,

participation....As soon as thereis law, there is partition: as soon as there is nomy,

there is economy. Besides the vaues of law and home, of distribution and

participation, economy implies the idea of exchange, or circulation, of return.®?
Derrida goes on to note that an economy has to do with the circle, asin circulation, and that findly
the “law of economy isthe — circular — return to the point of departure, to the origin, o to the
home."®® Gift must be related in some way to economy, because it involves the movement of
“goods’ from one (person) to another. But —and herein liesthe aporia — gift is supposedly that
which breaks with economy and exchange, “[t]hat which opens the circle so asto defy reciprocity
or symmetry.”®*

[The gift] must not circulate, it must not be exchanged, it must not in any case be

exhausted, as a gift, by the process of exchange, by the movement of circulation of

the circle in the form of return to the point of departure.?®
Thus, the impossibility of the gift — or rather, the gift as the impossible. Derrida s aporia will be
examined more carefully below; here | will consider specificdly his critique of Mauss.

Deridd sinitid mention of Maussin Given Time claifies his postion from the dart:

One could go so far asto say that awork as monumenta as Marcel Mauss's The

52Derrida, 6.
SDerrida, 7.
%Derrida, 7.

SDerrida, 7.
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Gift spesks of everything but the gift: It deals with economy, exchange, contract

(do ut des), it speaks of raising the stakes, sacrifice, gift and counter-gift —in short,

evarything that in the thing itsalf impels the gift and the annulment of the gft.®
Derrida specificdly questions how and why Mauss applies the term gift to specific phenomenain
other cultures and languages. A related critique is that Mauss gathers together diverse phenomena
and names them gift when that word or concept itself is uncertain. What Derrida finds inexcusablein
Maussis thet the latter “ never asks the question as to whether gifts can remain gifts once they are
exchanged.”®’

Also of interest in Derrida s critique is the question of time in relation to the gift. For Mauss
the answer to his sdlf-imposed dilemma of why the gift must return resdesin the “thing” given itsdlf
—the spirit of the gift —which functions as a part or extenson of the “originad” owner or giver, and
longsto return to its home. Therefore Mauss' gift is not only obliged to return, but it obliges itsdf to
return; it carries within it its own annulment, since as Derridaiis only too happy to point out, the
concept of gift requires that it function outside of economy or return. One then must ask what it
redly isthat the gift gives. Mauss answer istime. The gift, unlike common trade or purchase, must
not be returned immediately or identicdly, there is a necessary — even obligatory —delay. As
Derrida shows us, this raises the question of how gift is distinguished from credit or loan, which dso
“gives’ time.

Mauss tries to restitute, S0 to speak, the vaue of gift, of ‘ present made’ and of

‘present repaid’ where others wanted to describe the same operation of exchange
with interest as a purely economic, commercid, or fiduciary operation, without

%Derrida, 24.
5Derrida, 37. Thisis not exactly true; as noted above, Mauss does acknowledge that heis not really

talking about gifts, but Derrida’ s point remains well taken, because it istreated as an insignificant issue by
Mauss.
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needing in the least to have recourse to the category of the gift.%®
Derrida sandyds of Mauss' reasoning is that Mauss wants to make the point that gift is the point of
departure for the entire economic system:

Now, the gift necessarily entails the notion of credit. The evolution in economic law

has not been from barter to sale, and from cash sde to credit sale. On the one hand,

barter has arisen through a system of presents given and reciprocated according to

atime limit. Thiswas through a process of smplification, by reductionsin periods of

time formerly arbitrary. On the other hand, buying and sdling arose in the same

way, with the latter according to afixed time limit, or by cash, aswell as by

lending.®®
The vauable point of Derrida s anadlyssis that Mauss is *thinking the economic rationdity of credit
on the basis of the gift and not the reverse. The gift would be originary. It would be the true
producer of value, being in itsdf the value of values”™ In thisway gift is fully integrated — and given
an honoured place — in the economy.

Derrida’ s Economy

Jacques Derrida s entire critique of gift — per Mauss or otherwise —is that gift cannot be a
commerce, an economy. He has made this case with darity, depth, and ingght. But thereisa
second part, another Sdeto the writer’ sanalysis. Thisisthat for al practica purposes gift can not
happen without saf-annulling consequences —i.e. debt, credit, return gift, etc. Specificdly, Derrida
maintains that the giver of a gift dwaysin some way expects or anticipates or actudly recelvesa
return, a compensation, an exchange, credit, and that the person receiving a gift in some way dways

must repay. It isthis second step — which creates Derrida s aporia — that needs much more

scrutiny. And it is because of the way these questions are dedlt with — or not dedt with — by Derrida

%Derrida, 41-2.
Mauss, 36.

“Derrida, 44.
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that | speak of Derrida s “economy.”
Derrida goes to greet length to make his point about the inevitable return of “gift.” The
outlines of hisargument are asfollow:

In order for there to be gift, gift event, some “one’ has to give some “thing” to
someone other, without which “giving” would be meaningless.™

For there to be gift, there must be no reciprocity, return, exchange, countergift, or
debt. If the other gives me back or owes me or has to give me back what | give him
or her, there will not have been a gift, whether this restitution isimmediate or
whether it is programmed by a complex cdculation of along-term deferrd or
differance.”

For thereto be a gift, it is necessary that the donee not give back, amortize,
reimburse, acquit himsdf, enter into a contract, and that he never have contracted a
debt. . . . Isit thus necessary, a the limit, that he not recognize the gift as gift. If he
recognizesit as gift, if the gift appears to him as such, if the present is present to
him as present, this smple recognition suffices to annul the gift. Why? Because it
gives back, in the place, let us say, of the thing itsdlf, a symbolic equivaent.”™

It suffices therefore for the other to perceive the gift — not only to percaveit inthe
sensein which, as one saysin French, “on percoit,” one receives, for example,
merchandise, payment, or compensation — but to perceive its nature of gift, the
meaning or intention, the intentional meaning of the gift, in order for thissmple
recognition of the gift as gift, as such, to annul the gift as gift even before
recognition becomes gratitude. The smple identification of the gift ssemsto
destroy it.”*

But the one who gives [the gift] must not seeit or know it ether; otherwise he
begins, at the threshold, as soon as he intends to give, to pay himsef with a
symbalic recognition, to praise himsdlf, to gpprove of himsdf, to gratify himsdf, to
congratulate himsdlf, to give back to himself symbolicaly the value of what he thinks
he has given or wha heis preparing to give.”

"Derrida, 11.
"2Derrida, 12.
Derrida, 13.
"Derrida, 14.

“Derrida, 14.
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For there to be gift, it is necessary that the gift not even appear, that it not be
perceived or recelved as gift. . . . . For there to be gift, not only must the donor or
donee not perceive or receive the gift as such, have no consciousness of it, no
memory, no recognition; he or she must dso forget it right away and moreover this
forgetting must be so radica that it exceeds even the psychoandytic categoridity of
forgetting. Thisforgetting of the gift must even no longer be forgetting in the sense of
repression. It must not give rise to any of the repressions that recongtitute debt and
exchange by putting in reserve, ......... (etc. etc.)®

The ampleintention to give, insofar asit carries the intentiona meaning of the gift,
suffices to make a return payment to onesdlf.””

That iswhy, if thereis gift, it cannot take place between two subjects exchanging
objects, things, or symbols.”

John Caputo, who has been the principle English commentator on Derrida, is even more
categoricd in hisinterpretation of Derrida:

For when a gift produces a debt of gratitude — and when does it not? —it putsthe

beneficiary in the debt of the benefactor, who thus, by giving, takes and so gains

credit. Hence thereis no gift. . . .

Presents dways come home, right away or after sometime.....%°

The mere consciousness of giving sends the gift hurtling back to the donor,...8

| have quoted Derrida— as well as Caputo — at such length because | think it helps to show

what | mean by saying Derridd s very critique of the economy of gift is based on economic or

exchange thinking. Derrida ultimately seemsto see any linkage, any relaionship that occurs or that

“Derrida, 16.
"Derrida, 23.
®Derrida, 24.

"John D. Caputo, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1997), 160. Emphasis added.

8Caputo, Prayers and Tears,162.

8lCaputo, Prayers and Tears,163.
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can possibly occur, any “post-gift” event, as an economy or areturn. Never does Derrida say why
thisis S0, or what makesit true. It isnot his definition of gift that is problematic, it is his unfounded
indstence that based on that definition gift isimpossible.

For example, condder the above satement: “The smple identification of the gift seemsto
destroy it.” (Emphasis added) It is not difficult to understand what Derridais saying here: If one
recognises something as a gift, then everything else follows — especialy indebtedness, but dso a
recognition that if it isagift there must be a (sdf-serving) intention behind it, or at the core of it. But
why isthis s0? |s there some “law of reciprocity” that governs dl conceivable relms— naturd,
physicd, psychologica, spiritud — and dictates that whatever happens after ‘A’ isin fact areturnto
‘A’? s every cause and effect rdationship — not only gift —areturn, and if so why isthis s0?

Or congder this Derrida statement: “The smple intention to give, insofar asit carriesthe
intentiona meaning of the gift, suffices to make areturn payment to onesdf.” Agan, what Derridais
saying is clear — that the intention dready contains the self-understanding thet it isagood intention,
and therefore is dready rewarding itsdlf. But why isthis s0? If thisis a possbility, isit therefore a
necessity? | suggest rather that the only reason for thinking of exchange or economy in such a
categoricd way isthat Derrida himself has not ventured to think outsde of exchange.

In commenting on Derrida s thought on gift Jean-Luc Marion says the following:

Even mere recognition can function as aprice to be paid in return, sometimes a

burden more difficult to discharge than its weight in gold. Consequently, the gift

would immediatdy regressto the status, however honorable, of an exchange, where

reciprocity (red or wished-for) would reestablish pure commerce. The receiver of

the gift, if he remains visble and accessble, can therefore disqudify dl its givenness,

his mere presence makes it possible to gppoint him as cause and to inscribe the gift

within an economy. No doubt it isjust a possibility, but this— even without an
actua demand for repayment — is enough to set a price, an intention, an exchange
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value for the so-called gift.8
Thistruly amazing satement —in which | believe Marion accurately reflects Derrida s position —
says, on the one hand, that dl of the available space outsde the “bounds’ of pure gift is occupied by
exchange. Thereis pure gift, and presumably pure exchange, and everything e se — everything in
between —is also exchange.®® But secondly, note the use of “can,” “sometimes,” and especialy “No
doubt it isjust aposshility”. Indeed! If it is“just aposshbility,” why are such remarkably categoricd
Statements so characteristic of Derridal s andlysis® What ese might be just a possibility? Caputo’'s
guestion quoted above (in which he asks when a gift does not produce a debt) — meant to be
rhetorica —is precisaly to the point. If the answer is anything other than never, then Derrida s entire
congtruct on gift collgpses, because “the impossible’is categorical.
Derrida’s Rules

It isdifficult to read Derridd s writing — or that of his disciples— on gifts without being struck
by the frequency of categorica and absolutist language. Thisis especidly the casein his discusson
of gift. | am reluctant to add further lengthy quotes here, but note the imperatives which | have
emphassed in the following from Given Time:

Asthe condition for agift to be given, this forgetting must be radica not only on the

part of the donee but firgt of dl, if one can say herefirg of dl, on the part of the

donor. It isaso on the part of the donor ‘subject’ that the gift not only must not be

repaid but must not be kept in memory, retained as asymbol of a sacrifice, as
symbalic in generd. For the symbol immediatdly engages one in retitution. To tell

8Marion, 86 (emphasis added).

8Elsewhere Caputo speaks eloquently about the space between gift and exchange: “Now, it isnever a
question of simply choosing between these two, between ‘economy’ and the ‘ gift’ (that’s something of arule. . .
in deconstruction to be invoked whenever you run up against a distinction that is passing itself off as strict).
‘We' *agent/subjects’ are alwaysto be found somewhere ‘ between’ the two, in mediasres, in the gap or space
between the gift, if thereisone, and economy....” John Caputo, ed., Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A
conversation with Jacques Derrida (New Y ork: Fordham University Press, 1997) 145.

8See Derrida’ s Rules below.
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the truth, the gift must not even gppear or Sgnify, conscioudy or unconscioudy, as
gift for the donors, whether individua or collective subjects®

Or the following from the same work:

For there to be gift, not only must the donor or donee not perceive or receive the
gift as such, have no consciousness of it, N0 memoary, no recognition; he or she
must aso forget it right away and moreover thisforgetting must be so radicd that it
exceeds even the psychoandytic categoridity of forgetting. Thisforgetting of the gift
must even no longer be forgetting in the sense of repression. It must not giverise
to (etc.)®

Apart from specific absolutist words, the tone of both Caputo and Derrida when speaking
of gift isdevoid of any uncertainty. Speaking in absolutes sesems unlikely territory for
decongtructionists,®” but it is equaly implausible when spesking of gifts. If gift — possible or
impossble, red or illusory —isthat which breaks through the boundaries of the circle, that which
ruptures exchange, one might well be reluctant to subject it to rules or means of confinement, or to
suggest that it can be controlled definitionaly and understood, or owned enough to apply absolutes
toit.

Philosopher Adriaan Peperzak spesks pointedly to Derrida s position on gift when he says:

It is obvious that egoidtic intentions can pervert every activity or dipogition,
including love, donation, praying, and consoling. However, the perverted character
of perversonsis as vishle as the authenticity of unperverted loving, giving, praying
and s0 on. To perceive the difference, one needs discernment, which isa skill that
must be learned. . . . . some arguments for the impossibility of giving display alack
of expertise in discernment, by skipping over the crucial difference between the
occurrence of satisfaction that is the normal consequence of certain actions —
which, therefore may normally be expected — and a satisfaction that is
intended as the “ for the sake of which” of an action. That a generous person
enjoys generous actions (including his own) isnormd. But to consder mysdlf
generous because | know how to create the appearance of giving is perverse. The

SDerrida, 23.
8Derrida, 16.

87See Caputo quote in footnote above. Speaking of distinctions that pass themselves off as strict . . . !
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difference between both kinds of giving and (sdlf-) satisfaction can be perceived.®

Webb's Gift

In hisbook The Gifting God: A Trinitarian Ethics of Excess, Stephen Webb investigates
the theme of gift in the context of religion. Specificaly the author attempts to relate “the divine
excess to human preoccupations with reciprocity.”® Webb formulates the problem in terms of
tempering the concept of divine excess to dlow for human response, while a the same time
containing reciprocity to maintain the unconditiona nature of God' s giving. Predictably, he attempts
to find a hybrid between what he cals excess (giving outside of reciprocity) and reciprocity.

In the course of hiswork Webb covers the breadth of commentary on the subject, from
Mauss to Hyde to Derrida to Bataille, aswell as any writer on gift. | will touch upon some of the
theologica issuesraised by Webb in alater chapter; here once again | want to remain focussed on
the writer’ s perspective on the gift/exchange relationship.

Webb begins with an understanding of God' s giving as excessive. This does not mean that
God gives chaoticaly, without purpose or design (intentiondity), but the purposeis that human
beingsin “responsg’ give as God givesto us.

God'sgiving isinitidly hyperbalic, or, in other words, it is excessve because it

initiates dl of our own giving. . . Primordid giving does not originate according to

the logic of afree act of the will but follows the desire that is embedded in the act of

giving.®
For Webb thisis another way of saying that God islove. God's originary giving — excessively,

outside of economy —wills and empowers our own giving. Its* benevolent intention” istha we give

8Adriaan Peperzak, “Giving” in Wyschogrod, 168 (emphasis added).
8\Webb, 123.

“\Webb, 139.
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further. While there may be gratitude toward God' s love or giving that resembles areturn, Webb
says that understanding God as an excessive outpouring of love/gifts in a sense overcomes any
return to God.

“...the problems of excess should not lead to exchange as an answer. The end point
of gifting—acommunity that responds to giving with further giving, cregting
relaionships of obligation and responghility — should not be read into the beginning
of the process....God wants usto give...as God gives, excessively.”

And it is the same excessive giving — not the measured exchange —that God' s giving “ seeks.”

...the gratuitous God of Chrigtianity does not summon gratitude as either
dependence or exchange; instead, the divine giver begets further giving, the
obligation to continue the gift, not to subgtitute giving with the attitude of
thanksgiving. The antieconomy of gifting is dynamic, indusive, and expansive.®?

The author argues that God' s excessive love/giving becomesin us the Chrigtian ethic:

To go too far in the name of the other isto wager that hyperbole makes sense, that
too much, sometimes, is judt right. The strange logic of this rhetoric of giving enables
usto solicit excess not as an intoxicating experience or as a means to a moderate
ethics of neighborliness, but as a conjunction of style and praxis that conjures and
creates the bold and vigorous desire that finds the sdlf in the other. %

Whether or not gift is possible seems not so much a concern for Webb; in fact he ssemsto
embrace the impossbility of imitating God' s excessve gift:

....theological rhetoric must seek to promote the impossible. A desire for the other

overfunded by the reckless giving of the Ultimate Other is a point worth trying to

make, even asthat very point unmakes and confounds dl of our atemptsto grasp

what we can never reach and to speak what we can never know.**

| have no doubt that Derrida would see Weblby' s attempt to hybridise excessive and

“Webb, 139.
“Webb, 146-147.
%\Webb, 140-141.

“Webb, 141.
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reciprocal gift as onethat in no way evades the return of the gift. But what isworth noting in Webb
isthat despite his partid embrace of return, his underganding of gift is much more linear and
expangve than circular. The movement of the gift is amovement on, not amovement back. \Webb
uses the metaphor of God' s gift of Jesus asaway of showing that the giver must essentidly
disappear in the gift, and that this “leaves us free to do with it what we will.” Asaresult, every gift is
anew event despite its connection to prior gift. The repetition of these new events “aso means that
there isno single shgpe of the gift; giving is dways multiple...giving never has aample beginning or a
single conclusion because giving goes on and on.”%®

Vaughan’s Gift

Like Mauss, Genevieve Vaughan leaves no doubt about the subject of her book from the
title and subtitle, For-Giving; A Feminist Criticism of Exchange.*® More than any other writer
Vaughan is dear and categorica in dating that what she cdls“unilaterd giftgiving” is didinct from
exchange, operates outsde of the “laws’ of reciprocity, and is possible. For Vaughan, exchange has
subverted and coopted giftgiving, and her book is dedicated to reversing that trend and to
renabilitating unilaterd giftgiving.

Because of the uniquely frontal attack that Vaughan launches againgt exchange, and the

direct relevance of her critique to my thesis, | will examine her approach a some length.®” An

®\Webb, 147.

%A |50 see Genevieve Vaughan, “Mothering, Co-muni-cation, and the Gifts of Language,” in
Wyschogrod, 91-116.

In my comments | make little reference to what isin fact amajor theme of Vaughan’ s book, namely that
exchangeis associated with masculation, and giftgiving with women and nurture. Vaughan directly links the
suppression of the gift paradigm by exchange to the historical oppression of women by men. | think the author’s
caseis convincing, and an appreciation of this central aspect of her argument is essential to understanding her
work. | hope that the structure of Vaughan’s work can however be made clear by accepting this foundation of
historic male domination as a given, and focussing on the themes of exchange and gift themselves.
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introduction to the author’ s generd critique of exchange will be followed by three related discussions,
of Vaughan's understanding of needs, of the concept of turn-taking as opposed to reciprocity, and of
the bonds created by unilaterd gift giving.

The critique of exchange

The essentid argument of For-Giving isthat unilaterd gift-giving is the primary and origind
paradigm of life, the “basic mode of human interaction.” It is characterised by giving to the needs of
others, and the archetype of this giving is amother’ s care for achild, or in amore genera sense,
nurturing.® Giving to needs

creates bonds between givers and recelvers. Recognising someon€e' s need, and

acting to satidfy it, convinces the giver of the existence of the other, while receiving

something from someone e se that satisfies aneed proves the existence of the other

to the receiver.®
Unilaterd gift giving involves agiver, a gift, and arecaiver, but there is no return gift, no exchange.
This fundamenta paradigm of life is ubiquitous and “present everywhere in our lives” though by its
very “giving” nature it gives way to other more dominant paradigms, in particular the “exchange’
paradigm. Vaughan finds this same pattern in the structure and use of language. Words are given to
satisfy needs of others. We communicate in order to give others information thet is in some way
important to them, and therefore responds to a need. In sum, giving and receiving gifts “are prior to

and necessary for our human way of knowing. They are the basis of auniversa grammar, not only of

language, but of life."1%

%Throughout the book there is an unaddressed assumption that the gift paradigm is not limited to
humans, but that rather it is more fundamentally rooted in the patterns and interrel ationships of the natural
world. Vaughan concludes her book with speculation on the sun/earth relationship as the source of the gift
paradigm.

%V aughan, 30.

100\/ aughan, 46.



Exchange on the other hand requires an equivaent return; what Vaughan refersto as “the
doubling of the gift."*°* It focusses on wheat is returned rather than what is given, self-interest rather
than the need of the other. Vaughan sees the exchange paradigm — which she equates with patriarchy
and mde domination, or “masculaion”— as progressvely overtaking the gift paradigm throughout
human higtory, resulting in the dienation of individuas from each other, and exploitation of the natura
world.

It isimportant to understand this historical perspective advanced by Vaughan in order to
gopreciate her view of gift and exchange. Most of the perspectives | have consdered aready have
understood gift as an early or archaic form of the exchange paradigm. Vaughan on the other hand
views exchange as adeviant form of the gift paradigm.

In the view of the writer the model for exchange emerged from verbd patterns. Language in
generd isto Vaughan a centrd component of the gift paradigm. Through speech one gives
information or communication that has a strong other-orientation. Through language one givesto
another person information that can be useful to them, that they can use in response to their needs.

The agpects of language in which exchange finds its modd is definition and naming. Both of
these processes emphasi se equivaency, categorisation, and classfication. A definition must be
equivaent to the word it defines; it creates an equation, often usng theverb “tobe” (“A catisa
domedtic feline”) It then dlows one to subgtitute the name given (cat) for anything that one judgesto
be equivdent to the definition, changing the focus from difference to sameness or equivaency.

Following this modd, exchange for Vaughan is contrasted to the gift paradigm in severd

sggnificant ways. Each of these is directly related to the issue of “return” of the gift, or reciprocity.

owyschogrod, 92
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Artificiality of exchange

Frg, for Vaughan the gift sysem isthe naturd, origina paradigm, while exchangeis
“atificidly” derived. The author traces the origin of exchange to language. In language, definitions
and names take the place of other words and thereby function as communicative gifts; exchange co-
opts this pattern in the materia realm, where one gift is subgtituted for another.1%

Ego-orientation

Second, exchange eliminates the other-orientation of gift-giving, devating ingead asdf or
ego focus, through an inevitable concern for what is received back when something is given. The
orientation toward responding to the need of the other is one of the centrd characterigtics of gift for
Vaughan . Exchange, however, responds to others needs only as a means to satisfying the need of
the sdf or the giver. The heart of exchangeisthe return of equivaence, thus atention is focussed on
what is received. The process feedsitsdlf, as the attention to the saf finds more and more needs that
must be fed by further exchange. Vaughan suggests that this is because serving one's own needs
isolates one from others, who might otherwise have provided nurture. The compulsion to care for
one's sdf leads to systems of oppression and coercion being used to obtain the needed nurture.1*
While exchange purports to promote equdity — through an equd vaue for things exchanged —it in
fact only equalises the perceived sdif-interests of the partiesinvolved.1%*

Justice

Third, exchange gives emphagsto the vaues of justice, fairness, and equdity over the vaue

of need. The concept of justice leaveslittle place for need-focussed, other-orientation. Fairness and

102/ aughan, chapter 4.
103/ aughan, 32.

10%/aughan, 49.
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equality, key aspects of the idea of justice, focus atention on the Smilarity of the return; justiceis
seen in terms of a punishment (return) that fits the crime rather than the perpetrator. Vaughan
advocates for kindness rather than justice.

Relationship

Fourth, exchange devaues the affective bonds or relationships that are created through gift-
giving and ingtead cregtes an adversarid rdationship. A primary attention to the needs of the ego
results in people who are independent of and isolated from others.

Scarcity

Fifth, exchange requires and creates scarcity. This goes againgt the common wisdom that
scarcity isaresult of giving away and that abundance comes from acquiring and keeping through
exchange. When one asks the question “how much can | afford to give’ for example, one assumes
that giving creates scarcity. Vaughan mantans that thisis true because gift giving is functioning within
the context of exchange. Exchange requires scarcity, because it isonly in a context of limited supply
and heightened demand that people can be compdlled to participate in the exchange system:

.. .the system has to cresate the scarcity as the prerequisite of exchange — because

giftgiving in abundance subverts exchange by making it unnecessary. Asthe

monetized economy expands, it occupies the space that previoudy was available for

gift production and consumption, making it difficult for those not participating in

exchange to survive.!®

Profits

Sixth, exchange subverts gifts to create profit. By focussng our attention on whet | receive

through exchange, on making sure that | receive equivaency for what | give, the exchange sysem in

fact resultsin the desire for profit, or more than what has been given. For Vaughan one person’s

105/ aughan, 183.

67



profit represents someone else's uncompensated or free gift. “Profit isafree gift given to the
exchanger by the other participantsin the market and those who nurture them.”1%

Surplus labour-that portion of the workers labour time that is unpaid and goes

towards the profit of the capitaist—can be consdered as a gift under congtraint, from

the worker to the capitalist.1%’

Needs and Gifts.

One of the mogt ingghtful aspects of Vaughan's andysisis her view of the rdationship
between needs and gifts. Typicaly needs and gifts are a opposte poles, and on the surface
Vaughan'singstence that gifts are needs-focussed reinforces this view. But in fact she suggests a
much more dynamic relationship. At the heart of Vaughan's view is the inter-reationship among
needs, gifts, abundance and scarcity.

Needs should not be understood as lacks — according to Vaughan. Needs are “needed” by
gifts; they function as akind of gravity that draws gifts and uses them to create new gifts.1®® Without
needs — without use —there are no gifts. In thisway Vaughan points out that needs are “ gifts to gifts.”
It is centrd to the author’ s argument that exchange draws gifts away from the other’s need by
focussing on the equivdency of the return, and ultimately on profit. Through exchange, gifts are taken
out of circulation and become private property. This creates scarcity, as noted above, further
discouraging gifts.

Vaughan ingsts upon the credtivity of needs. They form an essentid part of the chain by

which gifts move — not in areturn to the giver, but in an ever expanding proliferation of gifts and

needs. Using the metaphor of the sun in relationship to the earth, Vaughan suggests that aneed is

106/ aughan, 34.
107y aughan, 59.

18T his resembles Lewis Hyde' s assertion that gifts “ move toward the empty place” (Hyde, 23).
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amilar to an ecologica niche, created by the earth to receive the gift of energy from the sun. That
niche (need, empty place) in turn usesthe gift it recaives credtively, becoming a gift to the receivers
that evolveto fill the niche. For Vaughan, it isthe other’ s need that validates the gift, by recaiving it
Credively.

Turn-taking and return

One of the primary distinctions between the exchange and the gift paradigms for Vaughan is
that exchange involves areciprocd return and gift does not. The “ other orientation” —which isthe
most criticd agpect of Vaughan'sview of gift giving — responds in large part to thisissue. The giftisa
response to the other’ s need; it is not an investment or an exchange. Y et thereisin Vaughan's
understanding of gift a definite movement, an expangon of the gift, which ultimady involves givers
and receivers dike. If gift-giving creates bonds and relationships, as Vaughan indsts, how can there
be no return? A bond is bi- directional.

Vaughan' s response to this dilemmais that the interaction between a particular giver and
receiver should be understood as “turn-taking” rather than return. Thisterm conveys a distinct
nuance to the movement that takes place in gift giving and receiving, but it does not redly put to rest
the question of return. Unfortunately, VVaughan does not anywhere eaborate at length the distinction
between reciprocity or return and turn-taking. One can infer that it isin part the intention or
motivation thet is a issue

Turn-taking occurs when individuds give unilaterd gifts sequentidly, without
intending to cause the receiver to give an equivaent in return.

Elsawhere it seemsthat the pervasiveness of exchange compels Vaughan to abandon the term

reciprocity entirdly in favour of turn-taking, even though the distinction is not in the word itself:

109 aughan in Wyschogrod, 97 (emphasis added).
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We look at the world through the glasses of exchange so we may tend to see
turn-taking as exchange. The motivation in turn-taking is not constrained
reciprocity, but sharing, aternating giving and receiving, and communication.

It isdso the issue of obligation or congtraint that distinguishes the two concepts:

The exchange (if it is congtrained and seen through our capitdigtic eyes) or
turn-taking (if it isnot). . . 1t

Turn-taking may never-the-less be an unfortunate choice of terms, as it suggests an aternating
rhythm that suspicioudy resembles exchange. While it is not addressed explicitly, Vaughan's
understanding implies that gift-giving as a paradigm aways leads beyond the one-to-one relationship,
implicating the entire community and ultimately the entire world 1

Bonds and relationships

In hisbook The Gift, Marce Mauss repeatedly makes the point that to a consderable
degree the purpose of gift exchangein “archaic” societies isto create bonds and relationships, which
in turn result in a peaceful and stable society.

Torefuseto give, tofal to invite, just asto refuse to accept, is tantamount to

declaring war; it isto rgect the bond of dliance and commondity. Also one gives

because one is compelled to do so, because the recipient possesses some kind of

right of property over anything that belongs to the donor. Thisownershipis

expressed and conceived of as a spiritua bond. 13
Vaughan makes asmilar dam for her understanding of unilaterd gift giving in the following quote

dready cited:

10y aughan, 37 footnote 2 (emphasis added).

1y aughan, 55.

112« A ctive giving and receiving, turn-taking, is appropriate behavior between two persons (aswell as
between them and the rest of society) and can take place without involving giving in order to receive.” Vaughan,

370.

13Mauss, 13.
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[G]iving to needs cregtes bonds between givers and receivers. Recognizing
someone's need, and acting to satisfy it, convinces the giver of the existence of the
other, while recelving something from someone el se that satisfies a need provesthe
existence of the other to the receiver.'4

While both perspectives concern themselves with socia and community bonds and relationships,

thereisavery clear difference between them. Mauss' gift is one that is often received with mixed

fedings, because it is essentidly an aggressive act. If therefusal of a gift is*tantamount to declaring

war,” then offering that gift isitsdlf athreat of war, and accepting it isamost atacticad surrender. As

Mauss acknowledges, and as VVaughan notes, there is nothing joyful about this kind of gift exchange:

The gift istherefore a one and the same time what should be done, what should be
received, and yet what is dangerousto take. Thisis because the thing that is given
itself forges a bilaterd, irrevocable bond, above al when it consists of food. The

recipient is dependent upon the anger of the donor, and each is even dependent on
the other.1*

It seemsto [Mauss and followerg that giftgiving isjust avariation on exchange, with
alonger pay back time and less emphasis upon equdity. The bonds still ssem to be
caused by constrained reciprocity, rather than by the direct satisfaction of needs!'

In unilaterd giftgiving, the congraints and the “threat” of Mauss gift exchange are gone.

Vaughan'sview is that relationships can be created through what she cdls the direct satisfaction of

needs. In exchange, the god of socid interaction is the benefit of the saf. While exchange can

provide a structure to such interaction that may be mistaken for relationship, it cannot realy build a

mutua relationship because the focusis directed toward individud interest. Giving to the need of the

other isrdational because it is other focussed.

It isnot entirely clear how Vaughan sees the mutudlity of relationships developing through

14/ aughan, 30.
15Mauss, 59.

18y aughan, 54.
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unilaterd gift giving, short of the concept of turn-taking, which as| have raised aboveisitsdf unclear.
At some points she seems to suggest that it is a sense of gratitude from the recelver that contributes
to the relationship.!'’ But esewhere Vaughan aludes to amore subtle gppreciation of how the
relationship is formed. There are two aspectsto this. First, when a gift is given to the need of an
other, the giver isin asense highlighting the gift and its potentia relationship to the need of the other.
This draws the attention of the other to this same value, and resultsin akind of shared vaue that
Vaughan understands as an aspect of reationship.

Second, Vaughan believes that giving and receiving precede and give rise to knowledge 18
When we receive gifts focussed on our needs, our knowledge of that gift, the awareness of its
relevance to our needs, is gratitude. Giving unilaterdly based on the need of the other impliesthe
atribution of vaueto the other; in this sense the gift itsdlf is symboalic. But Vaughan goes further in
showing that the receiver whose needs are met a <o atributes vaue to the giver, acknowledging the

sgnificance of the giver in our nurture.!*°

In this chapter | have shown that the issue of the obligated return of the gift isvery much a
the centre of reflections by different writers on gift giving and receiving. For Mauss, giving, recelving
and reciprocating are obligatory dimensions of the socid order of archaic societies. Hyde' s most

useful contribution is to point out that the movement which results from gift is not redly areturn

"Eor example, “When we receive the satisfaction of our needs by others (and the consequent
implication of our value for them), we can appreciate what has been given to us, and the others asits source, in
gratitude.” (Vaughan, 161) Gratitude in this senseis of course for Derridaareturn gift.

18Jean-L uc Marion begins Being Given with this quote from Novalis: “We cannot know anything on
our own; all real knowledge must be given to us.” Marion, 1.

1%/ aughan, 163-164. Again the author insists thisis not an exchange, but “taking upon ourselves the
giver as model, we nurturein our turns.”
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movement, but one that sends the gift further dong, in unexpected directions. Derrida suggests that
gift isaconflicted concept, and therefore in some sense “impossible” sincein hisview giving dways
takes. However his observations themselves use an absolutist and exchange logic which seem
inimicd to gift. While Webb attempts to find a middle way between “excess’ and return, he clearly
views gift as an unclosed process, with every gift anew event. Vaughan views gift and exchange asa
clash of contrasting paradigms, indsting thet gift is a unilatera response to the need of the other which
crestes relatedness rather than return.

It would be difficult to harmonise these diverse perspectives on gift. What becomes clear is
thet there is Sgnificant space for understanding gift as a phenomenon which can function differently
from exchange in the crucia areas of whether or not there isareturn to the “giver,” and whether

other-interest isredly possible.
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Chapter 4: Gift and the Religious Per spective

| had slowly come to understand that all wealth hasitsorigin in a gift

relationship, beginning with the gift of lifeitself. That through the ages of

human community on this planet, through its oldest and deepest wisdom,

ways had been found to acknowledge that gift and so keep it and ourselves

alive. Receipt was acknowledged by what came to be our words of prayer and

thanksgiving. The words were marked by precious and magical objects. The

objects were valued and exchanged because they bespoke the gift and

reenacted the giving. (Jerry Martien)

Elsawherein thisessay | have sated that religion is the true home of the gift. What doesthis
mean? Isit true? If o, what kind of a home has rdigion been for gift? How does gpproaching gift via
religion change, help, or further clarify the understanding of gift? More specificaly, what isto be
learned abouit return and reciprocity through reflection on gift in religion?

One of the functions of religion for many people is that religion Stuates those numerous things
that defy understanding and are commonly understood as “mydtery.” | do not refer smply to things
that we do not yet understand — things which, in an evolutionary scientific view of knowledge, lie Hill
beyond the horizon of discovery — but aso, and perhaps especidly, those phenomenawe
“understand,” but which inter-relate and occur in complex and unexpected way's that we cannot
comprehend or predict. Here | am distinguishing between mystery and the unknown. The
acknowledgement and incorporation of mystery gives religion purpose.

Mystery isdso an essentid part of gift, because gifts open us to space that is undefined and
uncharted. Reciprocity or exchange, by contrast, liminates imbaance, quantifies, assigns vaue, and
defines. It isfirg and foremost a congtruct emphasising balance and evenness, equdity and fairness.,
In exchange al is exposed and put on the scale. As| have dready discussed at length, gift represents
aradica breaking with exchange, and it isin this sensethat | believe religion is the proper home of
gift.
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The following study of gift in the religious context relies on broad observations from African
Traditiond Religions'? and from the Judaic/Chrigtian traditions.!** My approach will be to group
these observations around three aress. Firg, | believe it is very important to look at creation stories
and understandings of creetion in order to understand the concept of “origina gift”; thet is, gift
without precedent. Second, under the heading of “fdse gift,” | will outline the advent of the theme of
reciprocity and exchange in religion. Third, | will review the dilemma posed by the theme of
ownership and possession.

The Original Gift

Rdigion inevitably attempts to provide a framework for thinking about how human beings
(do, can, ought to) rdate to the world and things in it, including other human beings. This broad,
generd statement does't tell us much, but it makes the point that a critical problem thet religion
takes on isrelatedness and rdationship. Reigion generdly begins with description — accounts of
origins and creations — but the purpose of that description is prescription. The origin and creation
accounts are inevitably shaped with the assumption that “initid” events have some specid vdidity as

templates or modd s for subsequent mord and ethical relationships, and that the mord and ethical

120] am aware of the discussion that African Traditional Religions are one and should bereferred to in
the singular—for example as argued by Laurenti Magesain African Religion— but | choose to use the plural and
the singular interchangeably, for two reasons. First, | do not find the unity argument convincing. There are many
commonalities among many different religions, and many points of underlying unity. But thereis no “natural
law” of religious speciation, and to claim that many things are in fact the same thing is by definition arbitrary.
Second, the argument for and against understanding African Religions as singular rather than plural has nearly
always been made with the implicit or explicit assumption that unity or onenessis qualitatively or morally better,
aperspective | completely reject.

121Based on observations from these religions | make a number of generalisations about religionin
general in relationship to gift and exchange. This study, and such statementsin particular, would obviously be
strengthened by specifically looking at gift in other religious traditions, but that would make this essay too long.
| have tried to avoid such generalisations when they seem obviously unwarranted.
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content of these eventsis rlatively accessible and readily available!??

Cregtion gtories, then, are often the point of departure for religions. Laurenti Magesa states
categoricdly that “The fundamenta eement, or foundationd ‘principle,’ so to speek, of African
religious life and thought centres on the fact of creation.”*?® Crestion accounts give various
explanations for how the world came into being. In doing so they dso provide initid information
about the agent of creation, about God. And findly, creation accounts, as storiestold or written by
human beings, speek to the place of humanity in relationship both to the creator(s) and to other things
and beings.

Cregtion accounts are by definition more than — or other than — informationd. As noted
above, they inevitably soeak — metagphoricaly or directly — of purpose, intention, or will. Again, this
pedagogica aspect is assumed in religion. Thisisthe firg principle to acknowledge: that according to
mos reigions there is intentiondity in creation and in the advent of life, whether that purposeis
explained directly or shrouded in mystery.

Secondly, cregtion stories attribute everything — dl matter, dl life—to God. This seems sdlf-
evident snce it is difficult to imagine purpose without agent/s, but it should be stated nevertheless
because it is an essentid agpect of how gift is understood in the context of religion.

Third, creation stories show that everything created is given by God. Many religions

explicitly refer to creation as a gift. In agenerd sense, creetion of any kind is necessarily given. Even

122The attribution of a unique moral content to “original” occurrences, events, patterns, or stories
because they were original or first, indicates an underlying assumption of awill and intentionality behind these
events. Without that assumption thereis no reason to ook to the origins for patterns with moral/ethical content.
“Initial” events could just as well be unfortunate mistakes that were subsequently corrected, unless a“guiding
hand” is assumed.

123 aurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life (Nairobi: Paulines
Publications Africa, 1997) 248.
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those creations — such asworks of art, or inventions — that enter directly into the world of exchange
must first of al be in some sense given or “presented,” otherwise they cannot be recognised as
creations. With regards to our subject, the aternative to creation being given isthat God keeps
cregtion, in which case intentionaity and purpose-not to mention gift-would have no meaning.

This outlines the basis of the concept of origind gift. Origind gift refersto gift which hasno
precedent, which isnot in any way aresponse to, or motivated by, aprior gift. All other gifts
subsequent to creation cannot be “origina gifts’ because they can dways be linked to preceding
gifts'?* | have noted esewhere the idea that gifts move on rather than return, and that as such all gifts
are connected. The religious traditions being considered here assert that there was a beginning point
of this chain of gifts, aninitid gift event, without precedent and unrepeatable. It is difficult to concelve
of religion generdly without this fundamenta cdlam that everything has been initidly given. For our
purposes thisis important because this origind act of giving serves as the mode for understanding gift
in the context of religion.

Origind gift, or cregtion, is understood in relatively smilar terms by African Traditiond
Rdigions and by the Judaic/Chrigtian religions. Among African theol ogians there are many debates
about various aspects of African Traditiond Religions, but there is wide agreement on the overdl
question of God's purpose in the world. This purpose can be summarised in two related points. firdt,

God' sintention is the maintenance and expangon of life; and second, this can only hgppenin a

124This points to one of the (many) problems with Mauss' ideathat reciprocity or the return of the giftis
explained by the fact that the spirit of the original giver isin the gift, and that spirit wantsto return to itsorigin. It
does not seem possible to think of any gift that really “originates’ with one who givesit. Everything given has
aready been received, just as everything received has already been given, and thisistrue whether or not one
believesin a God that created. Rodol phe Gasché critiques Mauss on this very point, stating that “the fixed point
of departure to which one could return does not exist, and with it collapses the possibility of thinking something
such as originary propriety or property.” (Rodolphe Gasché, “ Heliocentric Exchange,” The Logic of the Gift, ed.
Alan Schrift (New Y ork: Routledge, 1997) 115.) Derrida makes references to “ gift as first mover of the circle”
which issimilarly problematic. Apart from creation ex nihilo thereisno original gift, thereis no first mover, no
beginning of the circle.
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context of relationship, of the inter-relatedness of the entire created order.

Martin Nkemnkia notes that in African Religion, the world is cregted for the life that it
subsequently generates.’® Laurenti Magesa draws on awide variety of African theologiansto carry
this a gep further, noting that dl mordity in turn focuses on making life more abundant and dlowing it
to thrive:

For African Religion, dl principles of mordity and ethics are to be sought within the
context of preserving human life and its ‘ power’ or ‘force.’ 1%

For what is demanded as the ultimate good is that life be preserved and perpetuated
in every way possible, in its pagt, present and future forms. 127

The sole purpose of existence, however, isto seek life, to seeto it that human life
continues and grows to its full capacity.'?®

. . . thefoundation and purpose of the ethica perspective of African Religionislife,
lifeinits fullness. Everything is perceived with reference to this12®

Bujo makesadmilar case:

The man god of African ehicsis fundamentdly life itsdf. The community must
guarantee the promoation and protection of life by specifying or ordaining ethics and
morality.**

The mordity of an act is determined by its life-giving potentid: good acts are those
which contribute to the community’ s vital force, whereas bad acts, however

M artin Nkafu Nkemnkia, African Vitalogy: A Step Forward in African Thinking, trans. Christopher
Mallia (Nairobi: Paulines Publications Africa, 1999) 127.

126\ agesa, 38.
127\ agesa, 65.
128)| agesa, 55.
12\Magesa, 77.

1%0B¢énézet Bujo, Foundations of an African Ethic, trans. Brian McNeil (New Y ork: Crossroad
Publishing Company, 2000) 2.
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apparently insignificant, are those which tend to diminish life.3

The account of creation in Genesis 1 makes asimilar point in severa ways.® Fir, it
emphasses adivergty of different kinds of life. For example, not only are different categories of life
mentioned — plants, sealife, winged life and land life — but further classfications are enumerated, such
as vegetation, plants yidding seed, fruit trees, sea creatures, cattle, cregping things, wild animals.

Second, a clear sense of expanson and proliferation is stressed by the language of diversity
and proliferation. In one trandation the word “every” (every tree, every kind)is used twenty timesin
the chapter. Phraseslike “bring forth” give the same sense of fertility and fecundity. Verse 20 ates
“Let the waters bring forth svarms of living creatures. . .,” and verse 24 “Let the earth bring forth
living crestures of every kind . . .” Twice in the chapter the specific command to “be fruitful and
multiply and fill the earth” (verse 22, 28) is given.

Findly, the creation processis punctuated with repeated assertions that “ God saw that it was
good.” Thisimpliesmord purpose and direction in creation and the expangion of life from the earth.

The second affirmation of African Traditiona Religionsisthat the purpose of abundant life
can be accomplished only through inter-rel atedness and relationships. This speaks on the one hand
to relationships among different parts of cregtion:

It bears emphasizing that human beings must be in harmony not only with animate

beings but with the entire inanimate creation. Inanimate beings, far from being

indgnificant in the order of creetion as African religion understands it, incarnate within

themselves “vitd energies’ necessary for humanity. These energies, “dive’ in thar

Spirits, require linkage with the entire system of the universe. . . . All life— that of
people, plants and animas, and the earth — originates and therefore shares an

1¥1Bujo, African Theology in its Social Context, trans. John O’ Donohue (Nairobi: Paulines Publications
Africa, 1992) 22.

¥2My references will be from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.
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intimate relationship of bondedness with divinelife; al lifeis divine life!*
Kamau makes the same point:

It isacornerstone of African ontology that nothing exists of itsdlf, rather beings and

things exist in relation to other beings and things. Hence, there isa dynamic

interreation between human beings and their environment. Relationships rather than

‘things are important.3*

The Genesis account makes the same point by the structurd continuity of the different acts of
cregtion. While some commentators like to emphasise supposed distinctions among different parts of
creation,*® these efforts seem very speculative. Verses 28 to 30 of chapter 1 outline
interrelationships among different life forms, concluding with the globa summary, “God saw
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.” (Emphasis added.)

In addition to relatedness among different species of life and with inanimate creation,
relationship isin particular of concern among human beings.

The redlization of socigbility or relaionshipsin daily living by the individua and the

community isthe centra mord and ethicd imperative of African Religion.

Relationships receive the most atention in the adjudication of what is good and bad,

what is dedrable and undesirablein life. Not only isthe view of the universe a the

service, S0 to speek, of the formation and execution of good relationships, but

relationships make possible the continuing existence of the universe.*

The person is not defined as an ontological act by means of sdf-redization, but by
means of “relaions”*’

¥ ¥Magesa, 73.

1¥4Chukwunyere Kamalu, Person, Divinity and Nature: a Modern View of the Person and the Cosmos
in African Thought (London: Karnak House, 1997) 159.

15y ggesting, for example that it is significant that God commands the earth to bring forth vegetation
and animal's, as opposed to humans who are created “ directly” by God. See for example notes to Genesis 1:20-23,
New Oxford Annotated Bible, p. 2 OT.

%M agesa, 65

17Byjo, 88
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Writers emphasise again and again the absolute centraity of relationshipsin African Reigion.
What isredly at issue, as Nkemnkiasays, is that “The God of the African isa God of the community
or tribe and never a God exclusively addressed to a single person.”**® Again, asimilar perspectiveis
reflected in the Genes's creation story, where humanity is created and addressed collectively.

What is the sgnificance of this dua focus — that these rdigious traditions are concerned with
the furtherance and expansion of life, and that this can hagppen only through interrdlatedness—in
terms of our interest in the theme of cregtion as gift? This ggnificance liesin the fact that the giving
that takes place in creation isamodd that humans are to follow:

Indl reigions, but much more obvioudy in African Rdigion, the most generd mord
argument seemsto be: “As God is and does, so human beings must be and do.”**

Again, this understanding of God's cregtion as amode for humansto follow finds resonancein
Genesis 1. Whereas God' s cregtion is diverse, abundant, and fills the earth, so God's blessings —first
to the creatures of the seaand air (v.22), and then to humankind (v.28) — invite them to continue
doing the same,

It issgnificant thet in the Structure of the cregtion accounts, God initiates “ origind gift” — gift
that has no precursor and is therefore not a reciprocation. Humanity isto see these giving acts of
God asamodd for its own mord actions. Thus while thereis a causal link between God's “origind
gifts’ and subsequent human action or giving, thereisno reciprocal link. Thereis no hint of required
sacrifice, offering, obligatory thanksgiving or gratitude. What is required (and that in the form of
“blessing” rather than command), is“be fruitful and multiply.”

The fact, the intention, and the form of God' s giving through creetion are dl primary modds

18Nkemnkia, 143
*Magesa, 45
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for human action: God has “given” dl creation, so humans are expected to give. God gives by means
of relationship, so humans are to expand creetion through greater interrelaionship. And as God has
given unilateraly for the “need” (expangon, growth) of cregtion, o humans areto give in the same
way.

Genesis 1:29-30 uses the most stereotypica “need” —that of food — to show that God's
creation can best be understood as gift to need.

See, | have given you every plant yidding seed that is upon the face of dl the earth,

and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. (Gen. 1:29,

emphasis added)
African rdigion aswell is clear in underganding that resources are in the firgt instance meant to mest
need, to further the common good. The privatisation of such resources is subject to “public right of
access to the basic resources necessary for life.”24° Magesa writes about the centrality of sharing in
African Rdigion:

The mord thought of African Rdligion becomes clear through the understanding of

relaionships. The refusd to shareiswrong. It s, in fact, an act of destruction

because it does not serve to cement the bonding that is required to form community.

... Participation-sharing is thus a centrd principle or imperative for human existence

in African Rdigion...**

In summary then, the initid, unilateral nature of God's origind gifts through cregtion, on the
one hand, and the focus on the expansion of life on the other, provide aframework for an
understanding of gift that is not based on reciprocity or return. This framework denies dl boundaries

and dl exduson.

In the views of African theologians, these themes are prominent and centra in African

10M agesa, 242.

1“IMagesa, 66-67.
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Traditiona Rdigion. While it is more difficult to excavate the Judaic/Christian traditions from
subsequent capitdistic and individudigtic interpretations, there is much in the common cregtion stories
of these rdigions that reinforces these same themes.

False gift

If the idea of origind gift represented by creation stories in many religions models a concept
of gift freed from reciprocity and return, what becomes of this concept as one looks beyond the
creetion gories themsdves? The answer to this question seems clear: the unilatera gift giving modd
of credtion is quickly over-shadowed by reciprocal exchange. In the Judaic/Chrigtian tradition this
changeisfirg represented by the concept of covenant. Like the creation stories and God's
“covenant” with Noah, the story of the call of Abram in Genesis 12 is one of pure gift. Nothing is
asked of Abram; God seeks him out. No collaterd or equivalent commitment is required of Abram.
But the covenant detailed in Genesis 17 is different:

“I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be blamdess. And | will make my

covenant between me and you, and will make you exceedingly numerous. . . . . As

for me, thisismy covenant withyou. . . . . | will give to you, and to your offspring

after you, the land where you are now an dien, al the land of Canaan, for a

perpetud holding, and | will be their God. . . . . Asfor you, you shdl keep my

covenant, you and your offpring after you throughout their generations.” (Vs.1-9)

Here the relationship formally changes. A ded is made, a new pattern is authenticated. ' It
may be agood ded, a“sweet” dedl, even a“ged,” but it isaded none the less. And the fact that
land isinvolved — land that according to the creetion accounts was to be indienable from al of

humanity —is particularly significant, because it is from the land thet other gifts—lifein al itsforms—

“comeforth.”

“2There are earlier examplesin Genesis of reciprocity. For example, the story of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil in Genesis 2:15 ff. is essentially an exchange story (do not eat / and you shall live). |
believe Genesis 17 is particularly significant because it breaks with earlier covenant or gift forms.
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The story of African Rdigion is no different. While the oral basis of African Traditiond
Reigion makes it impossble to pogtion the emergence of exchange chronologicaly, thereis no
question but that reciprocity is a dominant theme. Kamau maintains that the principle of cosmic
justice—i.e. retribution — is embodied by the Earth itsdlf.

[T]hereisagenerd understanding of aprinciple of reciprocation of mord action that
isaso aprinciple of operation of natura law. In other words, there is the belief that
“what goes around, comes around.” Whatever a person does, whether good or bad,
returns to him/her in some way. . . . thereisamord law of reciprocation and that a
certain type of deed attracts onein its likeness. 13

African Rdigions emphasse that everything that hgppens has a cause, usudly ahuman cause. It is
likewise understood thet there is areward or a punishment for every action, and thet the latter are
effected in thislife.

African proverbs are arich source for the theme of reciprocity. Among many examples are
the following, which consstently show giving as a bdanced, reciprocd, and sdf-interested act:

To give away isto make provison for the future. (Lesotho)

One favours him from whom in the past one has received a gift. (Kikuyu)

Y ou give he who gives you. (Kenya)

Togiveisto save that is, not to throw away. (Swahili)

The hands that give you are the hands that receive. (Uganda)

He who gives to the poor receives the gratitude of God. (Africa)

A good deed is something one returns. (Guineg)

A kind heart enables one to get even the most hidden item. (Kenya)

If after pounding (for the neighbour) | eat no flour, | withhold my pestle. (Swahili)
The same basket which has put the millet in the store will aso take it out. (Uganda)
The hand that gives, gathers. (Uganda)

He who has no gift will not be given anything. (Uganda) 144

In the Old Testament, the exchange paradigm is the norm in the law codes which dipulate

punishments for various wrongs, emphasisng ba anced retribution (eye for an eye), but it isaso

143K amalu, 88-89.

1“‘From an unpublished collection of African proverbs, Annetta Miller, Nairobi, Kenya.
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reflected in the ongoing recorded intercourse between God and people, where the people are
repeatedly exhorted to obey God in order to receive blessngs or avoid punishment. “Do what is right
and good in the Sght of the Lord, so that it may go wdl with you” (Deuteronomy 6:18) isthe
recurrent theme.

The Chrigian (New Testament) story continues this same theme. Like the conditiond
covenants, the “Golden Rule’ is essentidly aded: do to others as you want them to do to you. The
Lord' s prayer reads “forgive us.. . . asweforgive’. A marked change here isthat reward and
punishment are often projected into a future life. The judgement tory in Matthew 25, in which a the
end of time the good inherit the kingdom and the bad go to eternd punishment, isatypicd example.
The effect of these “dedls’ isto remove the focus from the interests of the other and replace it with
sdf-interest as the standard by which to judge and determine actions toward others.

In both African Traditiond Religion and the Judaic/Chrigtian religions, exchange and
reciprocity are a prominent norm in the practicd living out of the faiths. Thisis not to say thet the gift
theme disgppears after the creation accounts themselves. Old Testament wisdom literature includes
the theme of absolute reciprocity sSide by sde with the idea that thereis no connection at al between
our actions and our “reward” or “punishment.”** The portraya of a God that is compassionate
despite human wrong-doing is very much present in the Old Testament, as in the following passage
from Hoseax

How can | give you up, Ephraim? How can | hand you over, O Israd? How can |

make you like Admah? How can | treat you like Zeboiim? My heart recoils within

me; my compassion grows warm and tender. | will not execute my fierce anger; | will
not again destroy Ephraim; for | am God and no mortd, the Holy Onein your midst,

145See for example Ecclesiastes 8:12-14.
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and | will not comein wrath.4
This passage shows a break with exchange; it is a case where Isragl does not regp what it sows.
Hosea does not differ subgtantialy from other prophets in maintaining that God will judge Isradl, but
that God aso acts beyond the reciprocity of judgement to save Isragl. One could say that the
prophets repeatedly use the threat of reciprocity, but that God nevertheless works primarily through
unilaterd gift —asin creation, the “unconditiona” covenants, and the prophetic predictions of
eventud salvation despite Israd’ s corruption. It is not that there is no gift, or thet gift isinsgnificant,
but only that it becomes heavily overlaid by the reciprocd theme.

Jesus, and many of Jesus' teachings (such as those relaing to forgiveness, doing good to
those who do evil to you, etc.), can dso be understood in the tradition of unilatera gift. The well
known John 3:16 passage is one primarily of gift, breaking with exchange and reflecting the
characterigics of unilaterd action, focus on the need of the other, relationdity, and life expanson:

For God s0 loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who
believesin him may not perish but may have eternd life,

God' s preeminent concern to be in relationship is at times shown to override the demands of
reciprocity. But in the New Testament like in the Old, this theme is overshadowed by exchange,
especidly in the repeated promise that “ gifts’ not returned in thislife will be compensated in the next.
| have said little of the concepts and practices of sacrifice and offering, both of which arein
mogt religions, including those being consdered here, anong the most prominent symbols of
reciprocity. Sacrifice and offering are enmeshed in a complex web of giving and receiving. Offering is
understood as “ giving back to God,” while in sacrifice something smdl is given up in order to gain (or

avoid) something big. What is given in sacrifice or offering is acknowledged as having come from

146H0sea 11:8-9
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God, sointhat senseit is clearly areturn. At the same time both practices are highly symboalic and
often occasioned by the hope of recaiving further “return” from God.

This preoccupation of rdigion with exchange represents ared discontinuity with the concept
of origind gift in cregtion. Through its cregtion ories religions acknowledge mystery and the
unknowable, ingsting that creetion is an unaccountable gift to al, intended to further Al of life through
interreationship. Why does this theme subsequently give way to exchange, in which areturn must be
cdculated for every “gift’?

Some have suggested in response to this question that reciproca relationships are necessary
to the stability of society. Alvin Gouldner proposes that what he calls the “norm of reciprocity” serves
both a stabilisng function and a starting mechanism for socid interaction. The processes of
reciprocity “mobilize egoistic mativations and channel them into the maintenance of the socid
system.” The mutud obligations created by exchange promote socia stability:

These outstanding obligations, no less than those dready given compliance,

contribute substantialy to the stability of socid systems. It is obvioudy inexpedient

for creditors to break off relationships with those who have outstanding obligations to

them. It may aso be inexpedient for debtors to do so because their creditors may

not again dlow them to run up abill of socid indebtedness. In addition, it ismorally

improper, under the norm of reciprocity, to bresk off relations or to launch hodtilities

againg those to whom you are till indebted.*’

As a“darting mechanism,” Gouldner suggests that the internalisation of the reciprocity norm
cregtes aclimate in which people are willing to risk initid stepsin reationships, knowing thet a
response or repayment is socidly obligated.

While this description of the role of reciproca reations in society seems accurate, and would

certainly fit many of the obligatory gift exchangesin traditiond societies, from a gift perspective this

“TAlvin Gouldner, “The Norm of Reciprocity,” in Komter, 63.
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view of reciprocity is negative and compromising. It fundamentally relies on sdf interest and debt in
order to maintain socia order.

It is understandable that rdligions, as they become established and indtitutiondised in agiven
society, would on the one hand promote an ided — unilaterd gift — astheir point of departure, while
a the same time embracing reciprocad or exchange relaionshipsin daly life, because the latter
provide socid and religious cohesion. Still, this causes severa serious problems. Fire, asnoted it is
negatively based and rests on the coercion of obligation. It quickly turns relationship into akind of
endavement. Second , it gives priority to socid stability over the commitment to expanded life. Itis
difficult to imagine how the expangve, outward looking “fullness of life” pergpective is encouraged by
aweb of obligatory relaions which include multiple boundaries. And third, the norm of reciprocity is
founded on df interest. It maintains that we are willing to enter into relationship with another
because we know that the shared norm of reciprocity assures us thet if we give we will receivein
turn. To the extent that ardigion promotes an ethic that is other oriented, reliance on reciprocity
appears to be a means that contradicts the end.

Genevieve Vaughan notes that the bonds caused by reciprocity are very different from the
ties created through unilaterd giving to need:

Giving and receiving, rather than the congtraint of reciprocity, iswhat causes

bonding. The interaction of nurturing and receiving nurture (or nurturers) isthe

mutudly cregtive factor, not the impaosition and following of the law, not the

equivaence of exchange, nor the congtraint of reciprocity.4

It is useful to acknowledge that the paradigm of gift is ultimately one of weakness precisely

because it is not concerned with return, and therefore refuses any means of coercion. Vaughan

148/ aughan, For-Giving, 55.
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shows how gift giving is coopted by and actualy subsidises exchange for this reason.'#

In fact, exchange is paraditicaly embedded in awider process of giftgiving, which

actudly givesto the process of exchange, dlowing it to continue to prevail. Exchange

itslf becomesthe ‘other’ of giftgiving. 1
The weakness of gift dso comesfromits“giving itsdf” to the other’s need. Just as God's love was
represented in cregtion as pouring itsdf out to empower the earth to bring forth a profusion of life, so
gifts given to others needs necessarily move out of our control.

The net effect of the take over of rdigion by exchange is the humanisation of God. God isno
longer the god whose word created, brought into being, the outward focussed god of love, but rather
agod who wants a return, a god who makes dedls. By making God into agod of exchange the
mydstery is removed; whatever is not immediately understood is nevertheless assumed to operate by
exchange principles, which “in the end” will assure badance and “judtice” All thet isleft of God is
power. In following a God who promises to even everything out —in thisworld or the next —we
follow anidol of our own crestion.

Owning gift

Through exchange the other/outward orientation of interrelated creation isthus largdy
displaced by an isolating sdf-interested attention to evenness or equdity. Thisleads to the dilemma
of ownership and possession. It is a dilemma because while religion clams creetion to be a gift from
God, a the sametime it often maintains that creation sill belongsto God and must be treated as

God' s property. Magesa writes that on one hand

In African religious ethica understanding, the earth is given to humanity asa

1%0ne of Vaughan’ s favourite illustrations of this phenomenon is how women'’s free nurturing labour in
the home subsidises the exchange based economy. See Vaughan, For-Giving, 59-62.

150/ aughan, For- Giving, 51.
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gratuitous gift and dl human beings possess an equd clam to it and the resources it
offers>!

But on the other hand, severa paragraphs later he dso Sates:

In African ethical thought, the universe has been lent by God to humanity..... to use

on the condition that it must be kept in good order and used by dl for the promotion

of life, good relationships, and peace, a least within the clan or ethnic group.*®2

This contradiction is equally present in the biblicd tradition, where on one hand there are
repested statements to the effect that God has given creation to humanity. | have dready noted
Genesis 1:29 and following, where plant life is given to human beings for food. In Genesis 9 thisis

extended to Al of life, if not dl of creation:

Every moving thing that lives shdl be food for you; and just as | gave you the green
plants, | give you everything. (v. 3)

Throughout the Pentateuch in particular there are frequent statements to the effect thet theland is
given by God, unconditiondly, as a possesson. This begins with the promise to Abram, in Genesis
12:7: “To your offoring | will givethisland.”

On the other hand, the well known declaration of the psalmist in Psaims 24 represents a
theme that runs concurrently throughout the Bible with the theme of creation as gift:

Theeathisthe Lord'sand dl that isin it, the world, and those who liveiniit; for he
has founded it on the seas, and established it on the rivers (v.1-2).

Note also Leviticus 25:23 which makes this point even more directly:

The land shdl not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; with me you are but
diens and tenants.

It appears then that there is a contradiction regarding origind gift or creation. Does God in

5IMagesa, 63.

152\ agesa, 63.
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fact retain possession of creetion, and if o isit redly correct to understand it as gift? Returning to the
Magesa quotes, above, note the statement that creetion isa”gratuitous’ gift. This word has no other
meaning than that the gift is given without qudification, “without recompense” “cogting the recipient
nothing,” “not involving a return benefit.”*>2 To then suggest that “the universe has been lent by God
to humanity” seemsadear contradiction; aloan is specificdly something for which areturnis
required.

This dilemmamirrors what | have identified as the most debated issue concerning gift itsdf,
namely how it relates to exchange, in the same way that it reflects the contrast between the origina
cregtion gift as an expanding, pro-life, boundary-breaking phenomenon, versus the stabilising,
boundary-creating, exchange orientation of a socia and mora order.

| do not intend to elther dismiss or propose a smple resolution to this gpparent contradiction,
as| bdieveit represents an ongoing problem which inditutiona religions face. It has to do with
God' s goodness, God' s will, God's power, human will, and right and wrong. For thisreasoniitis
important to spend some time reflecting on this theme. What follows is not a neat mechanica
solution, but rather some suggestions that might point to ways of better understanding origind or
cregtion gift.

To begin, this dilemma cdls to mind Mauss perspective regarding the “ spirit of the gift.” In
his efforts to understand why gifts seem to require a return, Mauss suggested that a gift has a spirit or
soul which linksit to its“origind” owner. When one makes a gift, one isinevitably giving not only the
thing “itself” but dso apart of onesdf, one s irit. Thisideaasfar asit goesis not necessarily

objectionable; whether or not one is comfortable with the ideaof “soul” or “spirit” it is clear that what

3\Webster’s Third New International Dictionary Volume I, (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc.,
1993), 992.
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is happening when a gift is given cannot be completey comprehended by the “in itsdf” of whatever is
given; there is an excess, and it is that excess which defines the difference between giving in generd
and giving gift. Mauss of course takes the further step of inggting that this sairit of the gift wantsto
return to its owner, as though by some kind of magnetic attraction. He suggeststhat it is salf evident
thet if thereis something of the giver in the gift, it can only come back, as though “keeping” were
somehow the “naturd” — or the only — metaphor available to us. By categoricaly understanding the
Spirit in terms of return, we are inevitably led to the paradigm of exchange and the cancdllation or
impossibility of gift, ala Derrida

It is possible, on the other hand, to take Mauss idea of the spirit of the gift in a different
direction by suggesting that the “ spirit” concerns intention and purpose, or will, rather than
ownership. That isto say that the excessin the gift isits intentiondity. The issue of intention leads to
Vaughan'sview of unilaterd gift-giving focussed on the need of others. For Vaughan, gift isindeed
gratuitous, but it is not superfluous or meaningless. Meaning is given to the gift by the intention, the
motivation of the giver, which hasin its turn been stimulated by the need of the recaiver.

| would agree with Seneca and others'™>* who say that gift can “happen” when something is
given or when something isrecelved, and that it is enough for gift to be given as a gift, or recaived as
agift, to be agift. Thefact of gift is not determined objectively as though it were atransaction.
Neverthdess the question of intention remains. What are the implications if the intention of the gift is
not fulfilled, or is disregarded? Can a gift be misappropriated? | believe thisisthe crux of the
dilemmawhich resdesin reigion: how can the unilaterd “origind” gift of cregtion be maintained when

it is used other than for God' s purpose of the expangon of life through interreationship? What

1%4See chapter 1.
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happens when gift is withdrawn from the web of interrelatedness, and accumulated? As noted, the
overwheming tendency of religion isto maintain the foundation of gift but to in fact abandon the
paradigm in favour of exchange.

Before deding specificdly with these questions | want to examine more closdly the nature of
ownership and possession in the context of religion.

Nkemnkia points out that the “world” — a concept that could perhaps be taken to include the
Earth and dl of inanimate creation — has a specid place in the created order, in that it isfrom the
earth that God brings forth life, and it is the earth that sustainslife.

Even though the world is not generated but created . . . it generates life a the Will of

the Creator. Thus, the world exists for the life that it generates, especidly for man's

presence. >
Dibeda daborates this specid relationship between the earth and life, sating that according to a
cregtion story of the Batswana

everything emerged out of the earth. It is said that there was a crack on the surface

of the earth and out of it came out people, animas, and their property. . . the

narrative seems to suggest that al people were created equa, and with an equa

entitlement to the prosperity of the earth. . . Also strongly expressed in the narrative

isthe way creation is connected and interdependent. The fact that we came out of

the earth is a connection, perhaps, that can only be likened to that of achild coming

out of its mother’s womb. Similarly, Genesis aso holds that people were made from

dust. Such a bond cannot be broken.**

A smilar suggestion of the specid place of the “Earth” isreveded in Genesis 1.

Then God said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation. . .” (v. 11)
And God sad, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind. . .” (v. 24)

| noted above the gpparent contradiction between the religious view that cregtion is given as

5Nkemnkia, 127.

M oiseraele Dibeela, “A Setswana Perspective on Genesis 1:1-10," The Bible in Africa, eds. Gerald
West and Musa Dube (Lieden: Brill Academic Publishers, 2001) 387 (emphasis added).
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agift, and that it belongsto God. | believe this can be understood with the help of African Rdigion’s
view of land, and with amore profound gopreciation of the nature of gift. Whileit is true thet the
origind gift of creation hgppens “in the beginning,” in fact it is not redly an historical occurrence but
an ongoing event — and thus an ongoing gift. As aresult, cregtion is not given once and for al to an
“origind” people, it is given continudly — in the past, present and future —to dl people. When religion
asserts that creetion (land, the Earth) belongs to God, thisis smply away of saying that it does not
belong findly to any one people in the past or the present; it cannot be aienated from future
generations as well. Kamalu saysthat the living are custodians of the land:

The living have amord responghility to maintain the Earth for unborn generations to

come. . . In Africamany peoples see a transcendental oneness of the Earth with the

human community. The human community are seen as having an organic and

symbiatic relationship with the land, so much o that in various African languages the

same word is used to refer to both land and people/family/community. >’

In the biblica account of God' s dedlings with Abram, it isinteresting to note in this regard
that even though the land promised to Abram is ultimately dienated in aviolent way from the
Canaanite population, there is alimited sense in which the same theme of land as a perpetud gift as
noted above is repeated here. The land is promised to Abram'’ s offspring, as “a perpetuad holding.”
Our modernigt and individudist view understands that “perpetud” more readily in terms of dienation
and ownership, rather than seeing it as an emphasis on the fact that the land was to be forever
avallable to future generations. Thus this can be read in contrasting ways — a promise that the land
would be available, even “as apossesson,” but also a promise that the land should not or could not

be dienated from future generations. The latter is of course exactly what the Jubilee laws attempted

to ensure.

B7Kamalu, 157.
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Magesa summarises the point by asserting that according to African rdigious thought, certain
resources cannot be privately owned:

They are seen as a gift of God to dl human beings, without distinction or

discrimination. Land, for example, which most Africans regard as an absolute source

of sustenance, may only be held in trust for the present and the future.!%®
But ultimatdly it is not an issue of whether land is privatdy owned or communaly owned. It isthe
idea of ownership per se that does not fit the gifts of creation.>® These gifts are given for usg, to
sugtain life and to build interrelationships among people and among dl different parts of creation. As
so0n as the gifts are owned — whether individudly or communaly —they are withdrawn from
circulation, and are no longer available for their purpose of furthering life and building rdationships
among dl of creation.

This leads me to suggest that in a generd way, it is afurther characterigtic of gift as discussed
in this paper that it is not owned — not owned “in the first place’ by the giver who givesit, and not
given for possesson/ownership to the receiver. This perspective is counter-intuitive — in place of the
axiom “you can't give what you don't have,” something gpproaching the inverseis proposed: one
can only give as gift —inthe sense | am giving to the term here — that which one does not possess.
Thisisbased firgt of dl on the understanding that everything that is, everything that exists, has been
given a cregtion. Thereisno origind gift except in cregtion. As the Apostle Paul writesin |
Corinthians 4:7, “What do you have that you did not receive? And if you received it, why do you

boadt asif it were not a gift?” The same perspective isreflected by the thirteenth century mystic

Mester Eckhart:

58\ agesa, 244.

159See Magesa, 244-245.

95



Thereisno such thing as“my” bread. All bread is ours and is given to me, to others

through me, and to me through others. For not only bread but al things necessary for

sugtenance in this life are given on loan to us with others, and because of others and

for others and to others through us.1®°

| have been using language that implies or suggests a cregtor, but a creator is not necessary
to the point. Regardless of how al things, al matter, has come into being, it is unavoidably received
by human beings as gift — that isto say, not through exchange.’®* When we recognise our “non
ownership” of the resources around us, we are then able to pass them on as giftsin the sense | am
using it here. If to the contrary we see these resources as ours, they have become commaodities, and
it isdifficult for them to be given as gifts. Ultimately the only way that anything can become a
possession isfor agift to be transformed into a commodity.

| am not suggesting that ownership or possession iswrong, only that when we possess
something we are removing a gift from circulation. In various societies there are many different legd

means by which ownership isrecognised. But al of these means involve the expropriation of what

was a some point in its genedogy a gift.

Thisview of gift in severd religious traditions may project too sharply ajuxtagpostion
between gift and exchange. In fact as| have dready stated | do not intend to portray these two
distinct modes of giving and receiving as polar opposites. Exchange and what | have cdled gift
resemble each other in that in both there is a connection between giver and receiver, but these

connections are not identical, and certainly there is no reason to understand both of them in terms of

1%0Quoted in Matthew Fox, Original Blessing (Santa Fe: Bear and Company, 1983) 265.

81Thisis Jean-Luc Marion’s point: “What shows itself first gives itself—thisis my one and only
theme.” Marion, 5. The absence of a“giver” does raise questions about how the intention of creation can be
understood, but it does not affect the fact that the “receiver” receives — as gift — that which is given regardless
of the giver.
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exchange (return). When something is given in a manner that imitates origind gift, it isgiven to
enhance and further the life of the receiver. In the process it creates abond or tie—ardationship —
between giver and receiver, but thisisabond of participation rather than abond of obligation. The
suggestion that being bonded or related is of necessity onerous, entailing obligation, Smply indicates
the extent to which we are captive to the paradigm of ownership and exchange, and have lost touch

with the spirit of origind gift and givenness.

Perhaps the most vauable contribution of the religious traditions consdered here to the
subject of gift isthe way in which creation is combined with a proactive emphasis on aundant living
and interrelationship. While reigions are permeated with exchange concepts, the widespread
religious premise that cregtion isa unilatera gift given to dl for use, for the expanson of life rather

than for possession and dienation, provides a comprehensive basis for understanding unilatera

gftgving
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Chapter 5: Living Gift

The purely speculative and typically scholastic question of whether

generosity and disinterestedness are possible should give way to the political

guestion of the means that have to be implemented in order to create

universesin which, asin gift economies, people have an interest in

disinterestedness and generosity, or, rather, are durably disposed to respect

these universally respected forms of respect for the universal. (Pierre

Bourdieu)

In this concluding chapter | will review some of what has been said in this essay about
owning, giving and sharing gifts, about how gifts move, and what difference it makes to think about
gifts. | will dso consder further severd themes that have only been briefly dluded to in earlier
chapters.

This essay has tried to make the case thet there isakind of giving that occurs as aresponse to
the need of the other, and that is not smply a prelude to receiving. | have used the term gift for this
kind of giving, but | have tried not to do so in any exclusve way. To pretend to define gift “once and
for dl,” “definitively,” isapointless exercisg; it is aso contradictory to the nature of gift, which, as|
have noted, does not lend itsdlf to boundaries, limits, and definitions. My description of gift has
therefore been ddiberately modest. Rather than saying “thisiswhat gift redly is’ | havetried to
describe the particular gift with which I am concerned.

In making the case for an other-oriented, non-reciprocd gift | first attempted to better
understand how gift can be distinguished and extracted from the dominant paradigm of exchange. In
the first chapter | outlined various characterigtics of this gift — givenness, the voluntary and
uncompensated nature of gift, benevolent intention, and focus on the other. This was followed by

a chapter which considered the origins and defining characterigtics of the exchange paradigm. It was

noted that exchange involves self focus, comparison and measurement, negative bonding,
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classification, and scar city. Exchange is a paradigm of power in contrast to the vulnerability of gift.

The third chapter reviewed five writers on gift and exchange, giving particular attention to how
each one understood gift and return or reciprocity. In chapter four | considered how African
Traditional Religion and the Judaic/Chrigtian religions treet gifts. | suggested that religion in a sense
rests on the gift paradigm through its understandings of creation, but that religion subsequently orients
itself thoroughly to exchange by cagting ethicsin reciprocd terms.

| have made the case that to put forward a concise concluding understanding of gift would
contradict what | have said about the elusve nature of gifts. Even efforts to describe and smply
comment on gifts—what they are, how they function — are fraught with ambiguity, in part becauseit is
difficult to distinguish between literdism and metaphor. Is it gppropriate to spesk of the materid gift or
“present” interchangeably with talents or kills, let done even more immeaterid giftsthat exist primarily
in the minds and hearts of those involved? Are these of the same genre? What smilarity isthere
between the gift of “the thing given” and the gift of “the intention”? The gift we “have’ and the gift we
“give’ ?While | have stressed the need to avoid saying “thisis gift” and “thisis not gift,” ultimatdy the
broad use of the word in ways that are contradictory or irrdlevant to our particular themeis
problematic. What isiit, findly, that needs to be clarified or stated about gift? What particular
contribution to the “field,” and more importantly, to the ways people can think about giving — others,
needs, heping, ethicd acts— can be vauable and sgnificant?

Such questions lead eadly to a sense that “this dso is vanity and a chasing after wind.” In any
event it seems gppropriate to be both modest and tentative regarding what is said descriptively and
prescriptively about gift. Ultimately the question that underlies the discussionsiin this essay isthis:

How do (or should) people understand the relationship among themsel ves, the variety of resources
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that surround and are in some sense available to them, and others? And what kinds of actions should

follow this understanding?

Below are some brief attempts to further explore some of the spaces that these questions — or
gift — occupy.

SHf interest and the Other-focus

| have asserted that one of the most Sgnificant distinctions between gift and exchangeisther
respective orientations toward the needs of the other and the need of the sdlf. In exchange, the
element of return draws the attention of each party to what they receive or “get out of” the
transaction, while in gift the focusis drawn away from the transaction itsdf by the need of the other.

This raises further questions and implications.

. Doesit haveto bethisway? Isit not possible that in an exchange, the parties could be looking
after each others interests rather than their own? Of coursg, it is possible, and no doubt it in
fact occurs. The point is that the Structure of exchange discourages other-interest by placing a
premium on the equdity or “fairness’ of the exchange. In a Stuation where two interests
interact, | am likely to be most responsive to the interest | know best, and in generd that is my
interest.

. The concern of religion — its ethica/mora concern — hasto do au fond with encouraging,
helping, and convincing people to “do theright thing.” In dl rdigions, doing the right thing
assumes “being good toward others” Thisisto say that in rdigion, other-interest isa given. It
Isthusironic that to a condderable degree, the ethics of religion differ little from civil law in
Inevitably resorting to self interest to promote and legitimate other interest. This

disassociation of means and ends leaves religions moral/ethical concern compromised.

100



Defining sef interest and other interest isitsdf a problematic task. Christopher Jencks outlines
auseful gpproach to this question, using the terms selfish and unselfish. He proposes that

sfishnessinvolves any of the following:

. asubjective definition of one' s welfare that does not include the welfare of others

. actud behaviour which indicates that one is not concerned with the welfare of others

. a concern with the welfare of othersthat is merely a means of promoting one's own
longer term sdlfish ends.

Unsdlfishness on the other hand is defined as when one feds and acts asif the
long-term welfare of othersisimportant, independent of its effects on one€ s own
welfare. Jencks notes further that unsdlfishness (other interest, dtruism) dways
involves a redefining of the sdlf to in one way or another include “outsde’ dements or
perspectives. It can be argued — perhaps cynically — that with this expanded view of
the sdf, the slf is made more comprehensive, and dl acts are sefish. But this leaves
unexplained the difference between actua behaviour which takes account of the
welfare of others and actual behaviour which does not.*¢?

One of the problemsin dedling with sef interest isthat it too is a concept very much influenced

by an exchangist view of ownership. In other words, sdlf interest vis-avis the other involves the

extraction and gppropriation of something hitherto outside of our saf or our interest. But there are also

many possibilities for the sdf to be interested externdly in a non-owning, non-possessing, non-

acquisitive way. Specificaly, one may want to become part of something “other”; to participate, to

giveone s“sdf” to adifferent arena (or person, group, redlity). Thisiswhat | refer to when | speak of

the gift asbeing other-interested. Giving in response to the need of the other can be away of saying

“I want to be a part of —to be identified with, to participate in — that other.

162Jencks, in Komter, 177-178.

101



Sharing, and the Ambiguity of Ownership

The word share is often used interchangegbly with the word give. This obscures the fact that
share has adistinct meaning that can contribute to our understanding of how gifts function.®® Because
sharing is an action or sate that necessarily involves another person or group, it is sharing that
describes the relational aspect of gifts and how they are used. Magesa emphasises the critical role of
sharing in building rdaionships and “community”:

Therefusd to shareiswrong. It is, infact, an act of destruction because it does not

serve to cement the bonding that is required to form community. Quite the contrary, it

is perceived as an eement that seeks to weaken and break such bonds, 164
When gifts are shared (rather than smply “given”) the world of the giver and the world of the receiver
are made to overlap. This suggests that sharing is an other oriented activity. In sharing, dl of the
parties become mixed up and are a part of, or belong to, what is being done. Issues of ownership
become less clear.

Adriaan Peperzak pursues the themes of ownership and sharing, noting that sharing involves
giving those things that are not necessarily detachable from the giver:

In giving you my attention, | cannot separate my attention from me; in snging for you,

| share my performance, my skills, my timewith you. . . If | “give’ you my work,

consolation, pleasure, or company, | share my presence or certain properties, talents,

and actionswith you. . . Must dl “mineness’ be destroyed by [the gift's]

transformation into your property?%

Peperzak seems uncomfortable with the ambiguity regarding ownership resulting from sharing,

1835hare in fact has two nearly opposite or contradictory meanings. First, it implies adivision or
separation; aproperty, acompany, asum of money, even food is divided into shares, equal parts separated and
distributed to different persons. In contrast, sharing also meansto partake of, use, experience, occupy, or enjoy
with others, to have in common. Synonyms of share are participate, or partake. Obviously it isin this second
sense that | am interested in the term share or sharing.

1#4Magesa, 66.

185peperzak, in Wyschogrod, 166-167.
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suggesting that the gift must be something the giver possesses, and that “only atrandfer that completely
transforms something that ismineinto ‘yours seemstto fully deserve the name of giving.”6

This comes very close to the core of what the present essay hasto say about gifts. On the
surface, Peperzak’ s discomfort is understandable; what sense does it make to talk about giving what
one does not have? But gift, or a least the form of gift that | have been concerned with exploring
here, can best occur precisaly when we redlise that we do not own it.

Earlier inthiswriting | explored theideaof original gift. There | noted the clams of rdigions
that everything is origindly gift, origindly given.'®” On that basis | further suggested that ownership
results from the converson of giftsinto commodities. Commodities are things that can be exchanged
in amarket context. In fact ownership could be defined in large part as the right to exchange. While
ownership is essentidly alegd concept, having to do with rights and standing, it is saf-evident thet
there is no ultimate legd basisfor ownership in light of the origind givenness of everything. Ownership
Isan atificid concept with no recourseto any “naturd law.” There are no “natura” petterns or
Sructures, entities, that can concaivably legitimate this “right,” short of reliance on the particular dams
of reigious groups that their God has “given” specific things— generdly land — specificaly to them. %

If gift as defined here operates outside of exchange, particularly in that it has no return, then
that which is acommodity cannot be a gift. Commodities must be converted — or more accurately,

“reconverted” — into gifts before they can be given as gifts. This reconversion happens when one

1%6peperzak, in Wyschogrod, 166-167.

187See chapter 4. Again, | also note Jean-Luc Marion’s convincing argument that this original givenness
is not dependent on a transcendent cause or agent.

1%8For example, God' s giving of the land to Abraham and his descendants as noted in Genesis 13:14-17.
Such understandings that God has given land to a particular people contradict the more foundational claim of
many creation accountsthat land isgiven to al, or to lifeitself, and are in any case faith based claims.
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recognises or acknowledges that in fact one does not “own” what one“has” By thislogic, |
suggest it is when we redise that we do not redly own something, that it can be agift to someone
ese. Not owning means recognising thet the thing is il in circulation, thet it is outside of the world of
exchange, and that it needsto move on. A gift in thisview is something that is not-mine that becomes
not-yours.

The sharing of materid gifts can be especidly difficult because they are so mobile, so easily
possessed, S0 readily dienable from the giver or from the recaiver, from the relationship, and so easlly
taken out of circulation. Since rdationship isthe intention of the gift —in that the gift is an expresson of
the desire to be somehow connected to the need of the other — it is understandable that those things
which are less“ detachable,” such astdents, skills, abilities, are exactly those which most readily serve
as gifts. Of course, materid objects can take on relational vaue because of their history, their
provenance, who used them, or the relationships they represent, rather than because of their cost or
market value.'®®

In passing on gifts we are affirming that they are not ours. The gift rests not with the giver or
with the receiver; but in the space between that links the two.

Creativity of need, receiver

| have dready noted Genevieve Vaughan' s view that recelving is credtive rather than
passive, 1™ and that gifts move to the need of the other. | want to return to this because it is an

essentid agpect in understanding that gift is not a balanced reciprocity, areturn, but a continuous

1890f all possible material gifts, money isthe most mobile, the most detachable, and therefor the least
“relational.” Thisis because money is aways asubstitute; it represents value rather than having any value
itself. Asasubstitute for some material thing or things, for some service or potential service, it is disconnected
and mercurial. Because money is so versatile, both givers and receivers often are made to feel uncomfortable
with restrictions and designations placed on its use.

1°pgge 65, above.
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movement. Here the “ other’ s need” isidenticd to the “receiver.” In the light of an understanding of
origind and universa givenness, givers and receivers are not polar oppostes, but rather are essentidly
the same, connected by the flow of gifts; each in turn recaiving, “using” and transforming, and giving.
“The use of what has been given to usis necessary to make what has been given into a gift. If we do
not useit, it is wasted, lifdess"*™

When agift isrecelved (by aneed) it has an intringc value that the receiver can recognise, but
using the gift involves the recelver attributing additiond vaue to it. Returning to the metaphor of the
relationship between the sun and the earth, Vaughan proposes that while the sun is often seen asthe
ultimate giver, it isthe earth that continualy creates needs that can use the sun’s gifts.

The need is essentid to the gift, for without it the gift is nothing. Thus, the earth has

created myriad needs, which the sun can satisfy with her light — light which otherwise

would be unused and barren. The interaction of these needs with each other recrestes

the giving-and-receiving interactions of the sun and earth. The asymmetry isthe

key.172

Needs and gifts, like givers and recaivers, are ultimately the same thing, and can perhaps best
be understood through the metaphor of life itsdlf, in which al species move through different stages of
transformation and develop asthey relate to different aspects of their environments, or to changing
environments.

On Gratitude

Inthisessay | have made only severd minor referencesto gratitude. Because gratitude is

commonly closdly associated with gift, it cals for further comment.

Gratitude is defined as afeding of gppreciation for benefits or gifts received. But the definition

1/ aughan, 47.

172/ aughan, 401.
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goes beyond such afeding to imply an actud repayment or return of a gift received; for examplein
common language there s little difference between saying “how can | express my gratitude?’ and
“how can | repay you?’ Or it is said “please accept this as an expression of our gratitude’, or “we are
left with a debt of gratitude.” So gratitude seems indeed to be very closaly connected to exchange; the
expression of gratitude appears as a synonym of repayment, and it islittle wonder that Derridaand
others are quick to associate gratitude with areturn gift. French philosopher Emmanud Levinas
spesks of alife of service to others (gift) in terms of a movement toward the other that never returns,
and that “ consequently requires an ingratitude of the Other. Gratitude would be the return of the
movement to its origin.”*"® For many gratitude and the expression of gratitude have been conflated
Into asingle meaning which does not in fact differ much from repayment.

But this reduction seems a questionable over-ssmplification, on at least two counts. First,
Adriaan Peperzak suggeststhat Levinasis engaging in “rhetorica exaggeration” which emphasisesthe
“radica independence that separates an authentic gift from the thanks it might yield.” Peperzak points
out that gratitude in fact comes too late to affect the “ gesture of giving” itsdlf. In an obvious reference
to Derrida and others, Peperzak further suggests that the “numerous repetitions of this exaggeration
have robbed it of its rhetorical charm and impact” without adding anything to the argument itsalf.1™

Second, the idea of gratitude is much richer than its proverbid reduction. At itsroot is the idea
of “pleasing,” “affording pleasure or contentment.” Gratitude is a pleasant feding engendered by

something one has recelved. In asense it is the awareness that our gifts do not come from ourselves,

¥Emmanuel Levinas, Basic Philosophical Writings (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), 49.

1"peperzak in Wyschogrod, 162-163. The writer’ s conclusion that “ For a phenomenology of giving, itis
not necessary to establish that its purest formisan empirical fact; it is sufficient and necessary that we can
imagine and think its pure form as arealizabile possibility, even if the human condition shows us only
contaminated or mixed realizations. A comparison between more or less generous givers, for instance,
presupposes an idea of authentic giving” seemsvalid.
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which isasoto say that it is an awareness of our relatedness to others. | have aready noted above
(page 71) Vaughan's suggestion that gratitude is equivaent to knowledge or avareness, that the
feding of gratitude comes a the point when one recognises the vaue or significance of what one has
received —i.e. when the gift becomes knowledge. While this “pleasant feding” may indeed reflect
back to the giver, its“radiance’ is not limited to or focussed on that direction.

Lewis Hyde takes thisidea further in his chapter titled The Labour of Gratitude.'™ For
Hyde, gratitude has to do with the transformation effected by the gift in the recelver. Quoting Mester
Eckhart, Hyde notes that “the fruitfulness of a gift isthe only gratitude for the gift.” Gratitude and the
cregtive use of the gift are one and the same:

| would like to spesak of gratitude as alabor undertaken by the soul to effect the

transformation after a gift has been received. Between the time a gift comesto us and

the time we passit along, we suffer gratitude.1’

While Hyde s language is frequently that of exchange, it is clear that in fact he undersands the
gift as moving on rather than moving back or returning. Gratitude itsdlf is the creetive awareness that
recognises what has been given and incorporatesit in atransformative way. Out of this*gratitude’ a
further gift is given (or the gift is given further), and the receiver becomes agiver. In thisway we can

understand Hyde sindstence that “the end of the labor of gratitude is Smilarity with the gift or its

donor.”*"" The dmilarity isthat the gift is (re-)given; the receiver becomes agiver.

Thinking Gift in an Exchange World

| conclude this essay by Smply reaffirming two critical observations of thiswriting.

175y de, 40-55.
1®Hyde, 47.

177Hyde, 50.
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Firg, unilatera giftgiving as | have characterised it can and does happen. Thereis nothing
about such giving — its voluntary nature, its independence from return or reciprocation, its other focus
—that makesiit theoreticaly impossible or practicaly inaccessble. In fact there are different examples
of such gift in everyday life. These include both “naturd” patterns and the individuad incidents of those
patterns — such as the nurture given to children by parents — on the one hand, and the exceptiona
Supererogatory acts— such as various impulsve or inginctive responses in which the giver is moved
by awareness of the other’ s need — on the other.

Because gift occurs in a context where giving and receiving per se are dominated by the
exchange paradigm, it is often difficult to recognise gift, and it isdso difficult to practice it. Exchange
above dl dse meansthat giving is one Sde of an equation. This has many implications for how we
understand and recognise gift, aswell as for how eadly gift can happen. Gift isaforegner inthe
exchange culture because it is such an obvious contradiction to the gospe of polarity, baance and
return. Gift isafree lunch inaglobd culture that firmly believesthereis no free lunch.

Giftgiving is threatened because from the dominant exchange perspective, the consequences,
the further movements of gifts after they are given, resemble the return of exchange. Thereis great risk
of becoming addicted to and focussing on this further movement, naming it return where no return
exigs. Attention to return can easlly trandform giftgiving into exchange. Thisis perhaps the source of
the near-impossibility of gift. If gift involves surprise, the excessve, that which erases our boundaries
(structures, laws), isit redly possble to be agift-giver, or can one only occasiondly give gifts?

Second, just as gift does not redly belong on the continuum of exchange, neither doesiit
belong on the continuum of “interestedness.” In this paper | have asserted that gift is characterised by

other-interest, but perhapsthisis an unfortunate term, railsing asit does interminable reflection of the
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nature of interest —i.e. whether thereis any action which is not sdf-interested, whether other-interest
isredly enlightened or expanded sdlf-interest, etc. To spesk of other-interest dready suggestsa
cadculation that is not gppropriate to gift. It suggests that the need of the other is something that can be
andysed, something that one can target with solutions.

The other-orientation of the gift israther aresponse to being moved by the other’ s Stuation or
need. It is an expression of the desire to fill aneed of the other, but aso of desire for the other, to be
connected to the other, to be included in the other’ sworld or Stuation. It is not something that asks
the question of interest; it is not on the interest continuum. Interest issues of “how it will dl turn out” —
ather for the giver or the recaelver —are not a the core of what is happening when agiftisgivenin
response to the other’ s need.

Stll, most giving — and recelving — is neither pure, other-interested gift, nor pure, self-
interested exchange. Unilaterd giftgiving is generdly compromised by an attention to return, and thusa
condderation of the interest of the giver. What should also be acknowledged is that exchange isdso
“contaminated” by other interest and desire for red reationship. It is unhelpful to assume that
everything that isnot “pure’ gift is exchange, while everything that is not “pure’ exchangeisdso
exchange. The quotation from Pierre Bourdieu a the beginning of this chapter isto the point: the
question of the possihility of gift needs to be overtaken by the question of how “disinterestedness and
generosity” can be nurtured and taught.

Thisisindeed apolitical question as Bourdieu points out. As such it should be asked in the
context of individua/family/community life settings, and in the context of religious or other systems
which ogtensibly shgpe thinking about mordity, right and wrong. An attentive awareness of the

pervasveness of reciproca thinking and acting can itself create more space for the possbility of gift.
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As human beings we should aways cdl into question our nearly indtinctive reference to the return of
any “good” act we might contemplate.

The theme with which rdligion generdly begins—the origind gift of al creetion, unilateraly
given for the purpose of abundant, interrdated life—isoneit should follow to the end. A belief system
which reduces right or good to one side of an equation, a dedl, that suggests people should act ina
certain way because of the rewards they will receive, is unworthy of our dlegiance, and can contribute
little to making the world a more generous, sharing place.

Peperzak suggeststhat it is not necessary to etablish “pure gift” asaconcrete fact; it is
enough that we can imagine such a pure form, “even if the human condition shows us only
contaminated or mixed redlisations. A comparison between more or less generous givers, for instance,
presupposes an idea of authentic giving.”*"® This vison of authentic gift opens up the everyday
possibility of greater generosity, greater attention to others' needs, and greater relatednessto lifein dl

its abundance.

1”8peperzak in Wyschogrod, 163.
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