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INTRODUCTION

Of Circles, Lines, and Soup Tureens

So far as I can reconstruct it, this book originated in frustrations with indexes,
Google, and Amazon.com. For a decade or more, I have been intrigued
by the way the concept of “the gift” has spread from cultural anthropol-
ogy into philosophy and theology. I share the enthusiasm for this category,
which helps us reconceive issues in theological ontology, ethics, and politics
in fruitful ways.! Twice I have taught courses on “Gift and Gratitude,” and
have found that mulling over the ins and outs of gift giving is a delightful
and illuminating way to get some serious business done.

At the same time I have been frustrated by what seems to me a fairly
obvious gap in the literature on gift. If gift is everywhere, if gift is everything,
then one would think that responses to gifts would also be quite important.
One would think there might be equal attention to gratitude. As I searched
index after index for substantive discussions of gratitude, however, I largely
came up empty. The most recent translation of Marcel Mauss’ The Gift does
not list “gratitude” in its index. I came across Heidegger’s dictum denken
ist danken (“to think is to thank,” one of those happy puns that works in
both German and English!), but Richard Polt’s superb Heidegger: An Intro-
duction has no entry for “gratitude.” Postmodern thought is obsessed with
gifts, but there is no entry for “gratitude” in John Caputo and Michael Scan-
lan’s collection of essays God, the Gift, and Postmodernism or in Caputo’s The
Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida. (Derrida’s The Gift of Death does not
even have an index, which raises frustrations of a different sort.) Theologian
John Milbank has many illuminating things to say about gratitude, but the
publishers of his Being Reconciled could not find it in themselves to make
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an entry for it in the index. Amazon.com searches were similarly fruitless.
There are many, many books about gratitude on today’s market. Most would
be found on either the “Self Help” or the “New Age” shelf at bookstores.?
There are devotional books and popular treatments of the theme from bib-
lical or theological viewpoints. Yet there are very few intellectually or aca-
demically weighty treatments of the subject.

The inattention to gratitude did not make much sense. Gifts, one would
have thought, are given only when there are recipients to receive them. How,
I wondered, could scholars devote such obsessive attention to the gift, and
presumably to givers, and so little to receivers? Where are the philosophical,
theological, political, or anthropological works on gratitude:

I also found it odd that our intellectuals give so little attention to grati-
tude at a theoretical level in a culture that clearly puts a premium on grati-
tude. “Thank you” is one of the first disciplines we teach our children, and
English speakers especially say “Thank you” incessantly, whether they feel
the smallest twinge of gratitude or not.® To listen to our political rheto-
ric, you would think gratitude was still a critical public virtue. We express
gratitude to the troops in Afghanistan and to those who fought in wars
before our lifetime, gratitude for the abundance we enjoy, gratitude for our
freedoms. But that sort of popular political expression does not seem to be
part of political theory. Gratitude is de rigueunr for academics themselves: No
academic book is complete without acknowledgments that fairly drip with
gratitude (not, of course, to say flattery or obsequiousness). But the academ-
ics who express gratitude do not seem much interested in analyzing it.

It was not always so. I had read just enough to learn that for centu-
ries gratitude had been an important theme in philosophy, ethics, and even
political theory, not to mention drama and poetry. It no longer enjoyed such
stature. When had gratitude fallen out of the great conversation? And why?
Here if anywhere there is a chasm between the intellectuals and the rest.

As I searched, I realized that the landscape was not as bleak as I had
initially thought. Early on, I stumbled across the “positive psychology”
movement, whose branch of “gratitude studies” is well represented by Rob-
ert Emmons and Michael McCullough’s groundbreaking The Psychology
of Gratitude. The incomparable Margaret Visser came out with The Gift of
Thanks: The Roots and Rituals of Gratitude in 2009, and prior to that was
Terrance McConnell’s Gratitude, along with a spate of articles on grati-
tude in philosophy journals during the 1980s and 1990s. Academic politi-
cal theorists had been exploring the question of whether gratitude was the
foundation of the obligation of political obedience and loyalty, and William
Buckley Jr. had published his patriotic Gratitude as recently as 1990. Not as
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bleak, but still bleak. An Amazon.com search for “gratitude, politics” yields
only one title that is genuinely on subject—Mark T. Mitchell’s 2012 The
Politics of Gratitude.

Gratitude: An Intellectunl History is my meager effort to provide the
book I searched for and could not find, and to find at least an initial answer
to gratitude’s absence from serious discussions.

Intellectual History

The subtitle of this volume is An Intellectual History. It is a grand subtitle,
and my first order of business is to deflate it. I do not offer a global intellec-
tual history of the concept of gratitude. Because of the limits of my knowl-
edge, energy, and time, I have limited the scope to the history of the concept
of gratitude in Western, and specifically in European, intellectual life. There
is a volume of at least equal size waiting to be written about gratitude in
American intellectual history, in Islam or Hinduism or Buddhism, in the
intellectual history of China or Japan.* There are large but more narrowly
tailored books to be written on the concept and practice of gratitude in dif-
ferent periods of history, gratitude in different nations, gratitude in epic,
drama, poetry, fiction, film. There are studies to be made about the rituals as
well as the concepts of gratitude. When all that is done, someone might have
the resources to write a global history of the concept of gratitude, and to
correct what I am sure are the many infelicities of this volume. I could have
waited for all that detailed work to be done, but I will be long in the grave
when it is. Besides, there is a heuristic value in trying to tell a big story before
all the details are in place.

The subtitle contains that contested phrase “intellectual history,” and I
should give some indication of what I mean. I do oz believe that ideas oper-
ate in a realm separate from passions and commitments or separable from
the personal, social, and political circumstances of the thinker. I have done
my best to keep this history from being a loose chain of book summaries
and quotations (though there are plenty of both), as if books give birth to
books, ideas beget ideas. It is not strictly true that ideas have consequences.
Yet, on the other hand, I also do #oz mean to reduce ideas to epiphenomena
on the edges of social life. My assumption, unsuccessfully realized as it cer-
tainly is, is that intellectual history is a history of persons responding to social
and political circumstances with the intellectual resources at their disposal.
People have consequences, as they have ideas, articulate ideas, and write and
publish ideas, and as those articulated ideas affect choices and actions. Of
course, those ideas depend in large part on the resources available to the
men and women having them. When Thomas Aquinas wanted to discuss
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gratitude, it was natural for him to turn to Seneca’s De beneficiis, but Aqui-
nas used Seneca to articulate a conception of gratitude that responded to the
philosophical, theological, and political concerns of the thirteenth rather
than of the first century. On still another hand (I am up to three or four
hands by this time), people do have original ideas, and those original ideas
forge new avenues of action and new forms of political community. I argue
that Paul’s “Give thanks in all circumstances” and “Owe no one anything
except to love” were new and revolutionary ideas that have marked Western
intellectual and cultural history to the present.

The title above the subtitle also needs clarification. Contrary to what
you might have heard from anthropologists and their groupies, there is no
such thing as “the gift.” “Gift” is a concept with a history. That history is
neither a story about an unchanging something moving through changing
circumstances, nor a story that moves slowly but inevitably toward the per-
fection of the concept. The history of concepts (note the plural!) of the gift
is naturally also a history about the appropriate and expected response to
gifts—that is, a history of gratitude, broadly construed.

When I say “broadly,” I mean “very broadly.” One of the risks of all
intellectual history is the danger that historians predefine the concept to
be investigated from their own tradition and outlook, and then test other
conceptions by their own. On this basis, anthropologists have sometimes
argued that primitive peoples have no concept of gratitude, and at least
one classicist said the same about ancient Greeks. That is true only if one
defines “gratitude” in a peculiar way that excludes other conceptions from
meriting the name. (The classicist I have in mind defines “gratitude” in a
specifically modern way, and then, to his surprise [a surprising surprise],
finds that no ancients agree with him.) To avoid that problem, I use the
word “gratitude” and its opposite “ingratitude” very flexibly throughout
this book. Gratitude is the label for a favorable response to a gift or favor,
while ingratitude labels an unfavorable response to a gift or favor. What
constitutes a “favorable response” changes over time and across cultures;
that is precisely the history I recount here. In ancient Rome, gratitude
would typically take the form of a return gift or favor; in contemporary
America or Europe, gratitude is more typically understood as a sentiment
expressed verbally (“Thanks”). Using this broad and flexible notion of grat-
itude enables me to demonstrate that gratitude, like gift, is a concept with
a history. This is not a bow to relativism. There are better and worse ways
to describe what constitutes a proper response to a gift. I happen to believe
that there is a “theology” of gratitude, and I admit readily that this theo-
logical model has guided my assessment of the history. But I have tried to
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avoid turning the history of Western ideas about gratitude into a Whiggish
or Hegelian movement toward that concept or into a pessimistic story of a
decline from a golden age of gratitude.

Even with all these limitations and qualifications, it is still rather a grand
project. Simpleminded as I am, I have been able to make sense of'it by think-
ing of different conceptions of gratitude in geometric terms. I can make
sense of this complicated history only if I can draw it with crayons. The story
I have to tell is a story of circles and lines.

Circles and Lines

The arrangement of the book is largely, though not altogether, chronological.
There are times when it has seemed clearer to treat writers and ideas topically
rather than chronologically. Chapters 1 and 2 move from Greece to Rome,
but then I backtrack to take account of the biblical tradition through the
New Testament. Chapters 4 through 6 are again basically chronological, but
to keep the issues clear I artificially separate “political theory” (chapter 6)
from “philosophy” (chapter 7). The final chapters (8-10) return to a chrono-
logical arrangement, leading to a more thematic wrap-up in the conclusion.
Three moments of disruption give shape to the story: the disruption of early
Christianity, the disruption of the Reformation, and the disruption of the
Enlightenment.

Ancient societies, and the tribal societies studied by anthropologists,
think of gift giving and gratitude in circular terms. A donor gives a gift or
does a favor for a “donee” or a beneficiary, and the donee is expected to
return a gift or favor at some future time to the donor. To put it “algebra-
ically,” A gives B to C, and A expects C to give D back. The second clause of
the sentence summarizes what is meant by “gratitude” in ancient societies.®
Over the course of history, the circles of reciprocity have been of different
sizes. Greeks and Romans saw their relations with the gods in reciprocal
terms, which scholars often summarize (somewhat misleadingly) with the
Latin phrase do ut des, “I give that you may give (to me!).” In social and polit-
ical life, Greek warriors expected their superiors to give them an equitable
share of the plunder they helped to win: military service should be rewarded
with honorable gifts, and continuing military service was in part a grateful
response to those gifts. Roman patrons expected their clients to return faith-
ful service and to express enthusiastic gratitude. Circles of gift and gratitude
bound together the aristocracy of Republican Rome, and in Imperial Rome,
circles of gift and response bound officials and the Roman people to the
generous emperor, cities to their provincial governors, provinces to the capi-
tal. For Cicero, the Roman practices were both right and useful. Seneca was
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more skeptical, and offered an idealized portrait of givers as generous as the
gods and recipients grateful to the point of embarrassment.

Close personal bonds of obligation could be suffocating, and the classi-
cal world produced another model that promised liberation from constrict-
ing circles. For a century and a half (462-322 B.C.), Athens experimented
with a political system that detached the cycles of giving and gratitude from
institutions of power. On the assumption that human beings are most ful-
filled when they are independent, self-sufficient, and autonomous, Athenians
loosened the ties of personal patronage in the name of democratic freedom
and equality. Athens attempted to institutionalize noncircular political
authority, an unprecedented experiment in detaching political power from
the dynamics of gratitude. Those who held power were not expected to win
votes by gifts to powerful allies, and they were expected to resist the influ-
ence of benefactors. They were to use their authority for the common good
of the city, rather than for the particular good of their circle of friends. If
there was a circle at all, it was the circle of Plato’s Crsto, which binds not
friend to friend but city to citizens. Gratitude took the form of civic patrio-
tism, rather than loyalty to kin, clan, or clique. Though relatively short-lived,
the Athenian political experiment fired the political imagination of the West
all the way to the present.

Some imagined a more linear conception of giving, in which a gift is
given without expectation of a return. For Aristotle’s self-sufficient mag-
nanimous man, giving is still part of a circular relationship, but the magnani-
mous man closes the circle as quickly as possible so as to remain free of the
dependency and obligations that come from receiving favors. He remembers
favors given, not favors received. The Roman Stoic Seneca also flattened the
circle of reciprocity by encouraging good men to give like the gods, even
to the ungrateful, in the hope that gifts will induce the ungrateful to turn
grateful. The Jewish and Christian tradition introduces something more
radical. Jesus tells his disciples to give without thinking of a return, and to
imitate the heavenly Father in giving to the ungrateful and even to enemies.
In Paul, the proper reception of gifts includes the giving of thanks to God,
but he accents making good use of the gift. Giving appears to be a linear selt-
less sacrifice, and gratitude does not curve back to the giver but branches out
as the gift disseminates forever. Romans naturally regarded early Christians
as antisocial ingrates. Christians broke the circle, and began to unravel the
fabric of Roman society and politics.

In an important sense, the Romans were right. By every common stan-
dard of ancient social practice, Christianity introduced a corrosive ingrati-
tude. Jesus denounced the traditions of the elders, and taught his disciples
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to put loyalty to him even above grateful honor to parents. Jesus proclaimed
a kingdom where debts are all forgiven, including debts of gratitude, and
Paul followed Jesus in teaching that Christians owe no one anything. As in
democratic Athens, Christianity freed people from onerous personal bonds
by defining gratitude as 7ight use of the gift rather than gratitude as return.
Christianity planted in Western civilization a permanent impulse of “ingrati-
tude,” a recurring power to disrupt circles and embark on a new line of cul-
tural and political development.

The New Testament, following the Torah, does include a certain kind
of circularity. With Jesus and Paul, the line of the unrequited gift, and the
branching line of grateful dissemination, is circumscribed by a circle with an
infinite diameter. Gifts flow on and on, but the generous, cheerful giver can
hope for a return. The circle is infinite because God is the source of every
gift, even gifts mediated through human beings. Thanks is due, but it is due
to the ultimate Giver, the Father. Human givers give, but recipients owe
thanks and grateful service not to the giver but to God. The circle is infinite
also because the promised return does not necessarily happen in time; it may
be requited at the final judgment.

According to Jesus and Paul, the infinite circle of Christianity liberates.
Because givers can expect a return from the Father, they can give generously
without anxiety about depleting their resources. The Father, after all, has
infinite resources. On the other hand, because givers do not expect return
from the recipient, givers give without imposing debts of obligation on their
beneficiaries. There are no permanent “clients” in the community of believ-
ers. The infinite circle of Christian reciprocity opened up a space of free-
dom for both givers and recipients, for givers to give without strings but yet
with hope of return, for recipients to receive without incurring obligations
to repay. Paul is quite strict: to live as a Christian is to live without debts,
including especially without debts of gratitude. Christian givers impose no
debts; Christian recipients acknowledge no debts, except to love.

Jesus gave priority to gifts to those who could not repay—hospitality to
the homeless, alms for the poorest, generosity to those without resources
to return. This was consistent with the instructions of the Torah, but it was
revolutionary in the Greco-Roman world, where it was common sense to
give to those who had the capacity to repay. Even here Jesus envisioned a
circle, because the Father who sees in secret rewards those who give alms
without fanfare and those who give to the poor who cannot repay can expect
a reward at the resurrection of the just. Almsgivers are liberated to give with-
out counting their pennies, confident the Father will provide all they need.
The recipients of alms do not become clients or slaves of their benefactors,
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but are brothers with their benefactors and, like those benefactors, slaves of
God. Recipients complete the infinite circle of gift and gratitude by giving
thanks to God. Following the teaching of Jesus, early Christians were con-
vinced that certain kinds of gifts—gifts to the poorest—broke through the
barrier that separated heaven and earth. Their gifts evoked returns not from
carth but from heaven, not in time but in eternity.

The rest of the story I tell in this book involves clashes, alliances, and
peace treaties between the circles of Greco-Roman giving and gratitude and
the infinite circle of Christianity. More specifically, the remainder of my
story is primarily about the fortunes of the infinite circle of the New Testa-
ment since later Western conceptions of gratitude are mostly disconnected
fragments of the New Testament, crumbs from the table of Jesus and Paul.

The medieval world that took form on the ruins of the Roman Empire
was deeply marked by the New Testament’s infinite circle. Much of ancient
Roman reciprocity remained. Medieval politics was patterned by the narrow
circles of lords and “vassals,” scholastic theologians like Aquinas restated
Senecan themes in their discussions of gratitudo, and especially in the later
medieval period popular devotion became infected with a quid pro quo,
do ut des mentality that seemed to put God in debt to his worshipers. Yet
aspects of the biblical conception of giving and gratitude took form in new
institutional arrangements. Hospitals (as we know them) were unknown to
the ancient world, but expressed the “linearity” of Christian giving. The
New Testament’s accent on alms took some unexpected turns. By the early
sixth century, monks had become identified as “God’s poor,” and donations
to monasteries were viewed as alms. Some of the gifts to monasteries made
their way to the poor, and others were used to maintain the monastic com-
munity. Wherever they ended up, the donors viewed their gifts as means for
storing up treasure in heaven. Ancient forms of patronage invaded Christian
charity. Gifts to monasteries were seen as gifts to the patron saint of the
monastery, a means to befriend and win the support of the saint, who, being
a close associate of God, could serve as the donor’s broker. Paul’s exhortation
to “give thanks in all circumstances” left its mark on theologians like Anselm
and especially among mystics like Meister Eckhardt, for whom gratitude is
the Christian’s fundamental stance in a world envisioned as sheer gift.

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the religious practices
of the Catholic Church took on a more narrowly circular shape. In the eyes
of the Protestant Reformers, indulgences were a commerce in holy things
and the Catholic Mass had inverted the proper order of gift and gratitude.
For Luther and Calvin the Mass was a gift from God, given out of God’s
goodness and not for the merits of the recipients, but the Catholic Church
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had turned it into a religious performance that attempted to win favors from
God. What was intended to be a thanksgiving 0 God for His gifts had
become a work that tried to win thanks fr7om God. The Reformers attempted
to restore the Bible’s infinite circle of gift and gratitude, but their polemical
emphasis on the gratuity of grace made it difficult for them to appreciate
fully the circularity of the New Testament’s teaching about gifts. Protestants
worked to incorporate New Testament passages about rewards and reciproc-
ity into their theology, but the pressure of their commitment to sola gra-
tin pushed toward a linear view of gifts offered without any expectation of
reward. By institutionalizing almsgiving, the medieval world had picked up
one fragment of the New Testament’s infinite circle. The Reformers picked
up different fragments—Jesus’ insistence that Christians must give without
expecting return and Paul’s condemnation of notions of human merit. But
they did not capture the entirety of the Bible’s infinite circle, and thus the
Reformers and their heirs prepared the way for the linear altruistic gifts of
the modern era.

The politics of gift and gratitude were shifting during the Reforma-
tion era as well. Already in the late medieval period, some European cities
had resurrected the Athenian dream of curing politics of the virus of favors
and return favors. The image of the incorruptible public official, devoted to
selfless service in splendid detachment from powerful and wealthy interests,
began to occupy the Western political imagination. Even if everyone else
wanted returns for their service, bureaucrats were expected to serve with-
out hope of return. With changes in military technology and economic life,
kings began to pay soldiers rather than using retainers to whom they were
personally tied with bonds of gift and gratitude. Money replaced gifts as
the bond of service. The breakdown of the medieval order that had cohered
practically and theoretically through ties of benefit and gratitude led to a
widespread sense of crisis. What could hold society together if not gifts
and gratitude? In England Seneca was translated, printed, and reprinted in
an attempt to shore up an older system of gift and gratitude. Shakespeare
expressed the anxieties of his time in tragedies of ingratitude like King Lear
and Coriolanus.

The chaos of post-Reformation Europe inspired political thinkers to
abandon the theological principles that had dominated medieval political
thought and practice. To prevent war, some argued, it was necessary to purge
the state of debatable religious commitments, which can lead only to vio-
lence, and to found the state on the basis of universal, self-evident truths.
At the same time, political writers tried to imagine states where obligations
of gratitude no longer played a foundational role. Personal bonds of loyalty
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were damaging to the common good of nations and kingdoms, and thus
political life should be founded on, and run oft of, different principles than
families and networks of friends. Power should not be beholden to favors
or those who can bestow them; no one should be able to dangle a debt
of gratitude over the head of a ruler. What this required in practice was
the destruction of medieval aristocracies, whose power was all but entirely
dependent on gift alliances.

This new vision of politics took some time to take shape among political
theorists. Realist as he was, Machiavelli thought it essential for political lead-
ers to manipulate the dynamics of favors and gratitude to their advantage.
Hobbes viewed gratitude as one of the laws of nature that was impotent to
promote peace until a sovereign power to quell the war of all against all.
From the perspective of gratitude, Locke was the great innovator of modern
political theory. From Locke on, liberal political theory is founded on the
deliberate uncoupling of relationships of benefit and gratitude from the laws,
procedures, and practice of politics. Civil order was founded on consent, and
had to run according to regular rules and processes, free from the disrup-
tions of gifts. Locke’s theory did not “privatize” gratitude, which would
imply that there was a preexisting private space into which gratitude was
confined. Rather, Locke’s theory constituted the private sphere as a “space”
where circles of favor, thanks, and return favors operated as they did before,
but without touching public order. Locke allowed that social life would con-
tinue to run in circles, but wanted public life to be linear.

A fervent if somewhat eccentric Christian, Locke produced a theory that
was unthinkable without the impact of Christianity. Like medieval thinkers
and the Reformers, Locke collected a few fragments of the New Testament
in constructing his theory. Locke’s theory justified resistance to tyranny,
which was impossible on a tightly circular theory of gratitude. If the king
gives you benefits, and if you owe a debt of gratitude for those benefits, and if
gratitude entails obedience, then resistance is impossible. Locke constructed
a theory that would enable a nation to break with its own political tradition
to start fresh, and the heritage of early Christian “ingratitude” made this
possible. Yet Locke used only a few arcs borrowed from the Christian circle.
Instead of working from the premise of the infinite circle of Christian reci-
procity, Locke effectively excluded God altogether from the political realm.
Locke’s politics, and liberalism since, was built on a mirage. Even theoreti-
cally, Locke could not ensure that politics would be a gratitude-free zone,
and in practice liberal politics is full of cronyism as any other political order.
Locke’s theory did not even match his own experience: Locke’s political clout
depended entirely on the patronage of powerful friends. Locke’s hope for
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a politics freed from circles of gift and gratitude was an unrealized dream.
Ever since Locke, liberal theory is fabulous.

What Locke did for political theory, Adam Smith accomplished for eco-
nomic theory. Gratitude plays no role in Wealth of Nations; it has virtually
no place in the exchanges of the market. Yet in social, domestic, or private
life, gratitude plays a large role, and Smith devotes many pages to consider-
ing gratitude in his Theory of Moral Sentiments. For Smith and other political
and economic thinkers of the Enlightenment, the modern system of capital-
ist economic and democratic polity opened up a newly freed zone for private
friendship. Exchanges are inherently self-interested; everyone seeks his own
advantage. But in the modern era such self-interested exchanges have been
safely confined to the hard masculine public world, the world of politics,
commerce, and industry. Happily, this leaves a private, feminine world of
sentiment and friendship to operate on a completely altruistic basis. Cir-
cles, sometimes narrow and vicious, are the stuff of economic life, but the
social world has become a world of straight lines. In such a setting, gratitude
becomes a soft virtue reserved to drawing rooms, dance halls, romances, and
novels of manners. Gratitude becomes a sentiment, rather than a Senecan
return gift. It moves from the realm of ethics to the realm of etiquette. It
no longer has a place in the hard public world; it is no longer worthy of seri-
ous study. It can be safely left to the Jane Austens or Henry Fieldings of the
world. Like Locke’s theory, Smith’s is illusory. Gifts are big business, and
favors and gratitude have a significant role in the upward mobility of the
upwardly mobile. There never has been a “modern” economy bereft of gift
and gratitude. Such an economy exists only in the dreams of economists.

As a philosophical movement, the Enlightenment posed a fundamen-
tal challenge to the Western tradition of gratitude. Descartes purified his
mind of all he had learned from teachers and books in order to reconstruct
thought itself on the basis of the undeniable truth of his own existence and
of other clear and distinct ideas that could be inferred from that indubitable
truth. Kant exhorted Germans to grow up and shed their childish depen-
dence on tradition. The Enlightenment was premised on what might be
called systematic ingratitude, and according to Edmund Burke this ingrati-
tude took political form in the French Revolution’s demolition of the ancien
régime. Yet the Enlightenment program, like Locke’s political theory, was
a secularization of an originally Christian instinct. Christianity began as an
“ungrateful” renunciation of the tradition of the Jewish elders, and pen-
etrated the Roman Empire as an community of “ingrates” who renounced
Rome’s gods and traditions and refused to acknowledge debts of gratitude.
Like the early Christians, like the Reformers, the Enlightenment refused to
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receive an engrained and decadent Christianity of the ancien régime. Unlike
the early Christians, they stated their renunciation not in the name of the
Messiah but in the name of Reason.

Both Descartes and Kant wrote very traditional things about gratitude
and ingratitude in their ethical writings, but what they passed to the future
was their renunciation of the authority, especially the authority of tradition,
in favor of the sovereignty of critical reason. Highly sensitive to the artificial-
ity of the social dance of gratitude and the burdens of gift debt, Rousseau
claimed to see through it. More than any thinker before him, he grasped
the radicalism of the Western impulse toward ingratitude. Kant was a staid
Pietist by comparison. His ethical theory was complex and developed over
time, but the theme that left the deepest impact was his insistence that one
must do good purely out of duty, without any thought for the good that
might come to oneself or even to others. His ethical theory again picked one
shard of the New Testament emphasis—the commandment to give without
thought of return—but rejected as subethical the other half—the promise
that the Father rewards. Kantian ethics was a purely linear ethics. By the
nineteenth century, then, ethics had become identified as altruism (a term
coined by Auguste Comte), doing good for the sake of others. In theology,
linear agapic love was seen to be superior to the circularity of erotic love,
the love that longs for return love and union with the beloved. Economics
was self-interested; interest had no place in private lives. The classics that
encouraged the circularity of ancient giving and gratitude fell out of favor.
No century had less interest in Cicero than the nineteenth. Circles were out;
lines were in.

In this intellectual culture, the publication of Marcel Mauss’ The Gift
came as a detonation. Mauss drew on the work of nineteenth-century econ-
omists and legal scholars, and many of his conclusions were already well
known to specialists. By detailing gift practices in exotic places like Polyne-
sia and Melanesia, and among the Indians of the Pacific Northwest, Mauss
seemed to open a window to a world the West had never known, perhaps
a window to the West’s own exotic past. For some post-Kantian European
intellectuals, The Gift revealed the astonishing news that there is no free gift,
that all gifts are “contaminated” by returns of gratitude. For others, Mauss’
book seemed to offer an alternative to the self-interest of modern capitalist
economies. Mauss was no utopian, but gave some encouragement to uto-
pian readings of his text by noting “survivals” of gift culture in the modern
West and suggesting new ways to incorporate primitive gift practices into
modern societies. Gratitude as “countergift” returned. The circle had made
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a comeback. For some, this was a circle almost untouched by the disruptive
force of Christian and Enlightenment “ingratitude.”

Around the same time, some philosophers were rediscovering gratitude.
Kierkegaard drew on biblical sources to revive a view of gratitude as expansive
as that of the medieval mystics. Gratitude was a chosen stance toward the
world, rooted in an unproven belief in the reality of God’s love. Nietzsche’s
view of gratitude was as expansive as Kierkegaard’s, but anti-Christian. Grati-
tude for Nietzsche is the defiant response of a strong pagan to the threats
and dangers of the world around him, the manly revenge against a world
that tries to harm us but cannot. Event and gratitude form a circle, but it is a
circle of negative reciprocity. In the twentieth century, Heidegger’s emphasis
on the embeddedness of human knowledge and the “ready-to-handedness”
of the objects of this world made gratitude an appropriate accompaniment of
philosophical reflection. In his late work What Is Called Thinking? Heidegger
developed the Pietist slogan denken ist danken to argue that thought itself is
grateful receptiveness to the givingness of being.

Postmodern reflections on gift and gratitude combine Maussian reflec-
tions on gift exchange with post-Heideggerian ontological concerns. In
Jacques Derrida’s work, there is also a powerful, if somewhat residual, linear
Kantianism and an equally powerful, if even more residual, Platonism. Der-
rida denies that gifts exist. Gifts must be entirely free, entirely purged of
self-interest (this is Derrida the Kantian). Every gift that aims for or gains a
response of any kind becomes, by virtue of that response, economic. Even
the slightest inflection of gratitude, even the self-congratulation of feeling
good about your generosity, contaminates the purity of the gift. Yet grati-
tude such as this is virtually impossible to eradicate. Gifts must be pure to
be gifts at all; pure gifts are impossible; therefore, there is no gift. Yet the
ideal of the pure gift, like the ideal of justice or the ideal of complete hospi-
tality, hovers at the horizon, beckoning us to keep giving the gifts we know
we cannot give (Derrida the Platonist). In his philosophical work, the phe-
nomenologist Jean-Luc Marion concedes Derrida’s distinction between gift
and economy, but attempts to recover “givability” by a phenomenological
“reduction” of the gift. In his theological work, Marion falls back into a
Kantian linearity uncomfortable with the reciprocities of the New Testament.
For Marion, gratitude is sheer dissemination of the received gift. Viewed at
a somewhat greater distance, the postmodern project appears to be a new
phase of Enlightenment, applying the systematic ingratitude of the Enlight-
enment to the Enlightenment itself. Kant and Descartes are the first masters
of ungrateful suspicion, and Derrida stands on their shoulders. Once again,
behind all these are the original masters, Jesus and Paul.
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Even from this relatively brief summary, it is evident that my story is a
complicated one. It touches on many of the major problems and episodes of
Western intellectual (not to mention social and political) history. By using
gratitude as a “stethoscope,”® I try to catch the heartbeat of Western intel-
lectual life, both its regularities and its arrhythmias. Viewing Western his-
tory from the viewpoint of gratitude offers (what I hope is) fresh insight
into the differences between archaic and political Greece, and the character
of the Athenian experiment in democracy; the differences between Greek
and Roman civilizations; the social and ethical ideals of Stoicism in relation
to Roman social practices, and the Stoic anticipation of certain Christian
themes; the intellectual and social disruptiveness of the Christian gospel; the
central importance of alms in Christian intellectual and social history; the
degree and form of the Christianization of Europe during the Middle Ages;
the sources and shape of the Protestant Reformation; the social and intel-
lectual dynamics behind the rise of the modern state and modern economies;
the novelty of liberal political theory, and its debt to Christianity; the charac-
ter of the Enlightenment, and #¢s debt to Christianity; the impact of cultural
anthropology in a post-Enlightenment intellectual world; the continuities
and discontinuities between the Enlightenment and the cluster of move-
ments and thinkers bundled under the umbrella of “postmodern.”

Gratitude takes us to the heart of modernity, and certain theoretical
questions about modern civilization become more and more insistent as the
book proceeds:

e DPersonal ties of gift and gratitude obligate and can enslave. Modern
structures are designed to give room for mancuvering, but they do
so at the cost of personal connection. Is it possible to retain the
gains of modern freedom while restoring the goods of personal ties
of gratitude? Is it possible to reconcile personalism and freedom?
Can we renew personalism in social, economic, and political life
without reimposing unbearable burdens of debt from which moder-
nity freed us?

e The market economy is a unique order of human interaction
“founded on the immediate and permanent liquidation of debt.”
Each exchange “is clear and complete,” each is “punctual.”” An
order purged of debts of gratitude unburdens us, but appears to
leave us wandering alone in a void. Can we sustain the freedom of
the market without becoming isolated individuals? Does the free-
dom of the market necessarily corrode social bonds?

e More philosophically, we are constituted by our relationships, rela-
tionships forged and sustained by exchanges of gift and gratitude.
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If that is so, how can I hope to be made new? Will I not forever be
bound to my past? If, on the other hand, I am noz what I am in
relationship—if I am most deeply an individual above and outside
the exchanges of gift and gratitude—I can make myself anything I
want, but what exactly am 12 Is there a way to extricate myself from
the nexus of exchange and remain a being-in-relationship? Is there
any way to extricate myself without deleting myself? Is the modern
effort to dissolve bonds of gratitude inevitably nihilistic?

e Modern science depends on a willingness to probe and manipulate
nature, but this can come at the cost of gratitude for good of nature
as it comes to us. Can we preserve the advances of science while try-
ing to restore a sense of grateful wonder at the natural world?

e The modern separation of private and public life aimed in part to
purge government of personal ambition and interest. Can grati-
tude function as a political virtue without justitying corruption and
cronyism?®

In the final chapter, I throw oft my mask of historical objectivity (which
never quite fit my face to begin with and wears thinner and thinner as the
book progresses) to show my true face, the face of a theologian. In that
guise, I argue that only the infinite Christian circle is capable of preserving
the political, scientific, economic, and social advances of modernity, while
restoring a personal and human world. Modernity’s gains can be preserved
only within the Christian circle, the bits and pieces of which gave rise to
modernity in the first place.

Conclusion

Grandma’s Soup Tureen

In teaching on gift and gratitude, I have found it useful to describe the
magic of gifts with the following illustration: Imagine that your beloved
grandmother gave you a rather ugly soup tureen as a wedding gift. See-
ing as you have no use for the tureen, how ought you respond? You would,
of course, write an appropriately deceptive note of thanks, but what then?
Would you box the tureen away and never use it? Would you use it to feed
the cat? What if Grandma were coming for dinner? Would you let her see
you using her gift to feed the cat? Most of my students (though, surprisingly,
not all) have had the sensitivity to refrain from using the tureen for the cat.
Nearly all have had the good sense to say they would not let Grandma kznow
that her tureen was serving the cat.” Change the scenario: What if you had
bought the ugly soup tureen? Would you have any qualms about using the
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tureen to feed the cat? What if the Walmart checkout girl were coming to
dinner—would you have qualms about letting her see the cat eating from
the soup tureen she had rung up for you? Nearly all my students agree they
have no obligations to treat the tureen in a way that respected the wishes of
the checkout girl.

Variations on the hypothetical can be spun out further (what would
you do if you had bought the tureen from Grandma?), but the point is clear
enough. Gifts, especially gifts from a respected giver, carry something of the
giver with them. We do not have to believe Mauss’ theory about the “hau” of
the gift (see chapter 8) to see that gratitude involves treating the thing given
with honor, at the very least in the presence of the giver. Obligations attach
to gifts that do not attach to purchases. We take possession of gifts and
purchases, but the form of possession is importantly different. Grandma’s
soup tureen returns in the book’s final chapter, but if you want to keep score
as you read, ask yourself these questions at the end of each chapter: What
would this philosopher, chronicler, poet, theologian, dramatist, political
theorist, sociologist, or anthropologist advise you to do about the tureen?
How would he tell you to show gratitude?

To my knowledge, no one has attempted a history of Western gratitude
before, and that makes my venture into this territory riskier than most. I
know of many gaps in my knowledge and research, and I am certain the
unknown gaps and traps outnumber the known. I do not pretend to have
told the whole story, or even to have told the story I do tell with complete
accuracy. I suspect there is a subterranean Western tradition of reflection on
gratitude that I have largely missed by concentrating my attention on heavy
hitters like Seneca, Jesus, Paul, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, Descartes, Hobbes,
Locke, Rousseau, Kant, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Mauss, Marion, and Milbank.
I am not a specialist in most of the areas I touch upon, and I am sure that my
efforts as an uninformed outsider will have to be corrected at many points.

What I do know is that gratitude is a big and important and #ntold story,
and I will consider my effort a success if my telling is just beautiful enough—
or just ugly enough—to launch a thousand monographs from readers who
say, “No, that’s not it at all.” I will be content if I am proven wrong in every
particular (well, most particulars), so long as my book helps put gratitude
back into the indexes, search engines, and syllabi.

Peniel Hall
Fourth day of Christmas, 2012
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ONE

Circles of Honor

Reciprocity was written into the language of archaic Greece. Ancient Greeks
had no specific word for “thanks” or “gratitude,” and the word “grace”
(charis, pl. charites) did double duty, naming both a gift and response. Cha-
ris means “pleasure” or “favor” and then, also, anything that brought plea-
sure or favor. Gods bestowed charis when they delivered a favorite from
harm’s way, filled a man’s mouth with gracious, persuasive words, or lent
some of their glistening beauty to make a man glitter like a god.! Human
charis was favor, an expression of favor, and brought pleasure to others
through the bestowal of favors. A gift expressed the giver’s favor/charis to
the recipient, and the recipient experienced pleasure/charis in receiving the
gift.2 That experience of pleasure in receiving a gift remained in the memory
of the beneficiary, and provoked a response in turn, a response that took a
form similar to that of the original gift. Verbal thanks was thus expressed
using the same word, in phrases translated literally as “I know grace” (oida
charis) or more commonly “I have grace” (echo charis), both of which mean
“I give thanks.” In later Greek, the word eucharistin become the standard
word for thanks, but that too included the original root: for charis one
ought to return eucharistin. A charis was not merely a sentiment of favor
or a verbal expression of friendship but a concrete object or service, so too
the response normally took objective form. Gifts given evoked gifts given in
return. From archaic Homeric times through classical Greece and beyond,
it was common sense that charis would beget charis.® That meant “favor
begets favor,” “pleasure begets pleasure,” and also “gift begets gift.” Not
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only the generous giver but also the grateful recipient was grace-full, and
gifts flowed from grace to grace.*

The same was true in Latin, which in its classical and early Christian
vocabularies lacked the word gratitudo that is the root of our English “grati-
tude.” Instead, both gifts or favors and the response of thanks were forms
of gratin. Gratia originally had a religious significance, and in that context
often referred to acts and gifts from or to the gods, not merely sentiments of
favor or goodwill.* A Roman, like a Greek, could express verbal thanks with
“I have grace” (habeo gratins).S Also like in ancient Greece, the appropriate
response to a gift was expressed not only verbally but also in concrete actions
and return gifts. To give thanks was to reddere grates or reflere grates—that
is, “to return grace”—and in religious contexts this took the concrete form
of sacrifice, expressed by agere grates, “to do grace.”” In nonreligious con-
texts, the return gratia was also to be more than a mere feeling of gratifi-
cation or a passing “thank you.” For the recipient of a favor, gratia means
memory of the favor received and a desire to repay,® a desire that was to be
fulfilled in the bestowal of a return benefit as a marker of favor. That mark
of favor was itself gratia.? A failure to return favor showed that one was

2

ingratus, not only “ungrateful” but also “lacking grace,” and for Romans
the someone who was ingratus lacked all the ethical, aesthetic, and social
qualities associated with gratia.!”

Across the centuries from Homer to Seneca that we survey in this chapter
and the next, gratitude was understood as the closing curve of a circle that
began with a gracious gift, and it was common sense that the circle would be
closed by an in-kind gift in response to a favor or a gift. Ancient society was
constituted by multiple circles of reciprocity, the first of which is the circle

formed by gifts and gratitude between gods and human beings.

Reciprocal Religion

In Greco-Roman religion, reciprocity of gift and gratitude exists among the
gods.”! When one god does service for another, the recipient is obligated
to remember and repay. Early in the Iliad, Achilles appeals to his divine
mother, Thetis, to approach Zeus and plead for him. Achilles suggests that
she remind the king of the gods:

How you and you alone of all the immortals

rescued Zeus, the lord of the dark storm cloud,

from ignominious, stark defeat.

That day the Olympians tried to chain him down,
Hera, Poseidon lord of the sea, and Pallas Athena—
you rushed to Zeus, dear Goddess, broke those chains,
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quickly ordered the hundred-hander to steep Olympus,
that monster whom the immortals call Briareus

but every mortal calls the Sea-god’s son, Aegacon,
though he’s stronger than his father. Down he sat,
flanking Cronus’ son, gargantuan in the glory of it all,
and the blessed gods were struck with terror then,
they stopped shackling Zeus. Remind him of that. . . .
So all can reap the benefits of their king—

so even mighty Atrides can see how mad he was

to disgrace Achilles, the best of the Achaeans!!?

Thetis approaches Zeus as a suppliant (hikatein), clasps his knees, and prays
as Achilles suggests. Zeus acquiesces: “I will see to this. I will bring it all
to pass. / Look, I will bow my head if that will satisfy you.”'® Gratitude to
Thetis weighs even more heavily with Zeus than his immortal fear of Hera’s
wrath. Supplication is a reminder of past favors that express the hope for
continuing favors. Divine favors beget divine favors.

Most often, the religious circle of reciprocity joins immortals and mor-
tals. Gods were benefactors, showing favor to individuals, peoples, or cities by
bestowing favors upon them. Human beings responded with gratitude, grace
for grace, expressed in sacrificial gifts. The reciprocal dynamic of Greco-
Roman religion is often expressed in the Latin formula do ut des, “I give that
you may give.” Insofar as it expresses the expectations of the religious world,
it is accurate enough, and, so far as we know, might have summed up the
religious beliefs of many ancient people. Many might have believed that they
could, like Thetis, put the gods in their debt and imposed an obligation on
the gods through their regular acts of devotion and sacrifice. In many ancient
depictions of worship, human beings bear an offering for the gods in their
hands or on a tray looking for something from the god in return, and the
Roman Lucian was evidently satirizing a recognizable religious outlook when
he portrayed sacrifice as a purchase of favor from the gods.!* Do uz des is an
accurate summary of Greco-Roman religion insofar as charis/gratia existed
on both sides of the divine-human transaction. Mortals brought the gods
pleasing things, so that the gods might “rejoice in” the offerings, and they
hoped to gain charis/gratia in return.'®

Still, the transactions of Greek and Roman religion were not trade. A
sacrifice may look like a payment or even a bribe, but a sacrifice was often a
response to prior gifts as much as an effort to induce the gods to show favor.
For sophisticated literate elites, and perhaps for many worshipers, the rela-
tionship with the gods was reciprocal without being crassly commercial.’
Gods expected favors from men in return for favors, and human beings
could appeal to the gods for further favors on the basis of favors performed,
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but this pattern of gift and return gift was part of an ongoing relation-
ship with the gods. Friends too were expected to exchange favors with one
another, but only the ethically blind thought friendship was simply identical
with commerce.

Having made all the necessary qualifications, and recognizing varia-
tion over time, it is undeniable that the standard pattern of Greco-Roman
religion for many centuries was a reciprocal one. Archaic Greeks regarded
Zeus as both king and father, as well as the savior who rescued one from
war, sickness, natural disasters, who protected the community, and benefited
his favored human friends. Gods made the rain, gave food, protected from
the dark chthonic powers, made women and animals and the land fruitful.
Across many centuries, writers described the gods as benefactors (energetes).
Diodorus of Sicily claims that Uranus “gathered human beings within the
shelter of a walls city and caused his subjects to cease lawless ways and bestial
manners of living.” He led them to discover “the uses of cultivated fruits, how
to store them up” and also “subdued the larger part of the inhabited earth.”
In deference to the common people “he introduced the year on the basis of
the movement of the sun and the months on that of the moon.”"” According
to Dio Chrysostom, Zeus, of many names, is called “king” because of power,
“father” because of gentleness, “protector” because he upholds the law and
the city, “protector of suppliants” because he hears prayer, “god of hospi-
tality” because he remembers strangers, “god of increase” because all the
teeming fruitfulness of the world comes from him.'® Seneca pithily summed
up the common belief that “any name you choose will be properly applied to
god,” so long as it implies a force that “operates in the domain of heaven,”
for the names of god are “as countless as are his benefits.”??

Sacrifice and prayer were the chief means of inducing the gods to
respond favorably with services and benefits. Near the beginning of the
1lind, Agamemnon and Menelaus offer a “fat five-year-old bull” to Saturn
with the request that the god give the Greeks victory over Hector.?® Sat-
urn refuses to answer, but later Agamemnon offers sacrifice to Zeus, with
a memorial prayer reminding Zeus of Agamemnon’s faithful worship: “Not
once, I swear, did I pass a handsome altar of yours, / sailing my oar-swept
ship on our fatal voyage here, / but on each I burned the fat and thigh bones
of oxen, / longing to raze Troy’s sturdy walls to the roots.”?! There is a com-
petition for the favor of the gods, and sacrifice is the coinage of the competi-
tion. When Agamemnon refuses to return Chryseis to her father Chryses at
the beginning of the Iliad, he reminds Apollo how often he “dressed your
temple with wreaths when it lacked them before,” how often he has “burned
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in your honour all those thighs of bulls and goats upon your altar.” “If ever”
(e pote) he has done this, then Apollo should respond.??

Similar sentiments are expressed regularly over the whole sweep of
Greco-Roman history. Xenophon offers instructions for prayer to the Greeks
of the classical age: “I start cultivating the good will of the gods. And I try to
behave so that it might be right for me when I pray, to acquire good health,
physical strength, distinction in the city, good will among friends, survival
with honour in war, and wealth that has been increased by honest means.”??
A hymn of Isidorus from the first century A.D. reiterates that worshipers
look to the gods for all good things, and can expect the gods to respond to
their petitions. The writer praises Isis-Hermouthis for giving life and cereal
food, who assists traders in their commerce. If anyone prays, he is relieved
from the grip of death; the barren pray and become fruitful. All these gifts of
Isis encourage people to “set aside for you one tenth of these blessings (chari-
tas) / rejoicing each year at the time of your Panegyrie.”?* The emperor
Hadrian’s prayer to Aphrodite is more explicit about his hope that his actions
will induce a response from the goddess. “Grant me your favours,” he says,
adding, “What Hadrian offers you, receive it as the first fruits of a she-bear
which he has killed in striking it from the top of his horse.” He asks favors
“in return” (antz), specifically the favor that she would “breathe to him the
charin of Aphrodite Ourania.”?® Charis descends from gods in the form
of specific benefits, which elicits prayers for more charites, prayers that are
accompanied by gifts to the god. James Harrison vividly describes the pro-
cess as a “tide”: grace “flows from the gods over the human shoreline, and
then slowly ebbs back toward them.”?¢

In many settings—in inscriptions, private correspondence, and literary
works—the proper performance of ritual sacrifice is essential to the success
of one’s appeal. If the performance were done correctly, the worshiper could
expect a response, though not necessarily immediate, not necessarily of the
same value as the sacrificed gift. But the gods could be expected to respond
gift for gift, and some texts even claim that the gods themselves are grate-
ful for the benefits given by worshipers: “Zeus is justly grateful to us,” says
the Chorus in Euripides’ Heracleidae.”” Worshipers often complain that the
gods have ignored their offerings. In his retelling of the prayer of the Tro-
jan priest Chryses, Lucian captures the tone of complaint: “You neglect me
when I am in such straits and take no account of your benefactor (ener-
geten).”*8 Though not stated so baldly in Homer’s account, the import is
there. If Apollo refuses to hear Chryses after all he has done, the god opens
himself to a charge of ingratitude.
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Greek philosophers and their Roman heirs probed and purified the prac-
tices of ancient religion, but in the main they continued to think of reli-
gious life as a circle of gift and gratitude, with gift and gratitude on both
sides of the exchange. Plato claims that the gods feel not only good will but
also gratitude (charin) toward generous worshipers,” and argues that the
gods are gratified (kechairismenon, linked to the root chair-, meaning “joy”)
by holiness expressed in prayer and sacrifice.®® Gratitude has a particularly
prominent role in the writings of Xenophon.3! He tells his Greek readers that
the Persians took ingratitude so seriously that they subjected it to civil pun-
ishments, and at the end of his Cyropaedein he transcribes Cyrus’ remarkable
prayer of thanks:

O ancestral Zeus and Helius and all the gods, accept these offerings as tokens
of gratitude for help in achieving many glorious enterprises; for in omens
in the sacrifice, in signs from heaven, in the flight of birds, and in ominous
words, ye ever showed me what I ought to do and what I ought not to do.
And I render heartfelt thanks to you that I have never failed to recognize
your fostering care and never in my successes entertained proud thoughts
transcending human bounds. And I beseech of you that ye will now also
grant prosperity and happiness to my children, my wife, my friends, and my
country, and to me myself an end befitting the life that ye have given me.3?

Plutarch claims that the gods are gratified (kexaipiopevov) when children are
grateful for parental favors.** Even Lucian, who satirized commercialized sac-
rificial worship, acknowledges that the gods accepted sacrifice if it was oftered
by worshipers in their own land.?* Apart from the Epicureans, who believed
that the gods were blissfully indifferent to human life anyway, ancient phi-
losophers shared the assumption that religious life involved exchange.

Of course, philosophers question some of the questionable assumptions
built into popular Greek religion. In his dialog with Euthyphro, Socrates
asks whether the gods need what worshipers give them in worship. Euthy-
phro denies the gods have any need, but emphasizes that worshipers offer
“honor and recognition and charis.”®® One of Xenophon’s characters con-
cludes that he has no way of “repaying the benefits of the gods by adequate
returns of favour.”?*¢® Some writers turned attention from the procedures
of sacrifice toward the uprightness and intentions of the sacrificer. Theo-
phrastus offers a Greek version of the biblical “I desire mercy not sacrifice”
in his discourse on piety (Peri eusebins): Sacrifice is done to bestow honor
(time), out of lack, or out of gratitude (charin) for favors done. Destroying
an animal for the honor of a god is nonsensical; it is an act of injustice to
kill an animal who has done no injustice. Nor should anyone destroy an
animal “when we return a favor (charin apodidontas) to the gods for their
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kindness.” What the gods expect is kindness, good works (energesias) rather
than sacrifice.?” The Stoic Epictetus warned against seeking benefits from
the gods that will do nothing but enhance honors. If one’s desires are fixed
on health, or offices or honors of friends, they will come to nothing. Rather,
desire is to be focused on “Zeus and the other gods,” and the pious are to
give (charisai) to them.®® In the first century A.D., Musonius criticized the
practice of bestowing temples and other buildings on the city rather than
spending money on men: “What would one gain from a large and beautiful
house comparable to what he would gain by conferring the benefits of his
wealth upon the city and his fellow citizens.”*® Faith in the existence of the
gods, Plutarch insisted, is more likely to find favor with the gods than any
sacrifice.*® The gods are above bribery. Reciprocity remains in place, but in
the hands of the philosophers the exchange was moralized. It became an
cthical rather than a ceremonial transaction.

Heroic Reciprocity

In Athens stood a temple to the Charites, the “Graces,” three beautiful and
utterly naked goddesses believed to be the dispensers of charis in all its senses.
Originally fertility goddesses, they were later honored for their contributions
to civic and social life. Youth, marriage, health, and other social benefits
were under their bailiwick.*! Aristotle expresses the opinion that worship of
Charites was important to the health of the city. “We set up a shrine of the
Graces in a public place,” he suggests, “to remind men to return a kindness,”
because “that is a special characteristic of grace (charis), since it is a duty not
only to repay a service done, but another time to take the initiative in doing a
service oneself.”*? Centuries after, Seneca describes the Roman equivalents,
the Gratine, which he traces all the way back to Hesiod. Some, he admits,
see the three women as representations of “those who confer benefits, those
who return them, and those who accept benefits and return them at the
same time.” Others allegorize their joyful expressions (gods love cheerful
givers), their youth (remembrance of benefits do not grow old), their naked-
ness (benefits are bestowed openly). Seneca finds these mythologies contra-
dictory and nonsensical, and leaves the myths to the poets.*® For Aristotle,
though, the Graces provide a link between divine reciprocity and human. It
was a tenuous link. For the most part, the social gift-gratitude nexus among
men formed a circle separate from the liturgical circle of sacrifice. It was one
of the revolutionary contributions of Christianity to break through the bar-
rier of heaven to imagine interhuman gifts as treasures in heaven.**
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With or without clear divine sanctions, gifts and obligatory grateful
returns constituted the circle of social and political life in the Greco-Roman
world.*® Gifts might be genuine acts of altruistic kindness. They might be
intended as instruments of power and control. Whatever the intention, a
gift imposed a debt on the recipient that could be cashed in later. A giver
expected a “grateful” response. The earliest Greek literature reflects this cul-
tural assumption. During the Iron Age, Hesiod predicts, “Men will dis-
honor their parents as they grow quickly old, and will carp at them, chiding
them with bitter words, hard-hearted they, not knowing the fear of the gods.
They will not repay their aged parents the cost of their nurture, for might
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shall be their right: and one man will sack another’s city,
elsewhere, “take fair measure from your neighbor and pay him back fairly
(apodounai auto to metro) with the same measure, or better, if you can.”’
Pindar establishes links among thankfulness, reciprocity, and memory that
remained a constant of Western thought for many centuries. Ancient charis
sleeps, he writes, “and mortals are forgetful (amnamones de brotoi) of what-
ever does not reach the highest bloom of skillful song.”*

Homer’s epics evidence similar concerns. The I/iad is a tragedy of failed
reciprocity, of gifts given and taken back, of failures of charis and broken obli-
gations of return charis, of gifts refused. The war began when the goddess
Eris (Strife) tossed the poisoned gift, a golden apple labeled “for the fairest,”
into the wedding party of Peleus and Thetis, the parents of Achilles. The
apple is claimed by three goddesses—Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite—and
cach offers a bribe to the judge, the Trojan Paris. Paris accepts Aphrodite’s
gift, Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world, and takes possession of
her in violation of the hospitality shown to Paris by her husband Menelaus.
The epic itself focuses on the last years of the war, and there too the action
is dominated by problems of reciprocity and its failures.

We can fully grasp the significance of reciprocity in the I/iad, however,
only by linking it to the heroic temperament.** Philotimin, love of honor,
was the central value of the Greek hero.’® “Ah, my friend,” said Sarpedon
to Glaucus on the windy plains of Troy, “if you and I could escape this fray
/ and live forever, ever a trace of age, immortal, / I would never fight on
the front lines again / or command you to the field where men win fame.”
Sarpedon’s is a fragile wish: “as it is, the fates of death await us, / thousands
poised to strike, and not a man alive / can flee them or escape—so in we go
for attack! / Give our enemy glory or win it for ourselves!”® The old horse-
man Peleus gave the heroic advice to his son Achilles: “always be the best, my
boy, the bravest.”®> Honor was achieved through birth, because of the con-
tagious honor of a family reputation, or through one’s own achievements.
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Men won honor through displays of excellence (arete) in verbal combat in
the assembly or in sexual conquests. Above all, though, warriors displayed
their arete on the battlefield, with displays of physical prowess and power.
By the excellence of his achievements, the hero sought to achieve kleos,
repute or fame, among his fellow warriors and aspired especially to gain suf-
ficient fame to be commemorated eternally in epic poetry.®® Greek heroes
also aimed for time, a word often translated as “honor” but etymologically
related to “compensation” or even “price.” Time is achieved by the perfor-
mance of a hero on the battlefield. By his acts, a warrior proves his worth,
and that price is paid in the respect shown him by his fellow warriors. Acts
of prowess impose on other warriors a debt of respect and gratitude. Given
the commercial connotations of the term, it is not surprising that time is
signified by material goods—oxen taken from raids, tripods and other metal
items, women—the hero’s plunder, his geras.®* A warrior is expected to be
generous with his fellows, especially with those who fight under his com-
mand. Just distribution of plunder proves a hero’s worth as much as killing
enemies does. His honor rises not only by collecting geras but also by giving
it. Generosity displays his charis, the sparkle of his glory, and simultaneously
binds the recipients to him. Warriors who benefit from the generosity of a
chief'are expected to repay with faithful service in the future.

In the heroic world, gifts are integral to the relations between one clan
or kingdom and another. Alliances are forged by guest gifts and hospitality,
by respect for the rights of strangers, xenein. Exchanges of women are par-
ticularly important in forming bonds between households (07ko7) and nobles
(aristoi) or Kings (basilens). The host is obliged to receive guests, to give them
a bath and food, and the guest receives this hospitality by taking on cer-
tain obligations. A guest commonly offered a guest gift when leaving. Such
“friendships” might evoke strong feelings, but they were interested, utilitar-
ian, and reciprocal. A friend was someone with whom you were involved in
an ongoing circle of mutual service. The strange scene between Glaucus and
Diomedes on the battlefield on the windy plains of Troy shows how long-
lasting guest friendship could be. As the two heroes prepare to fight, they dis-
cover that their fathers had once entered into a host-guest relationship. The
alliance is intergenerational, and the sons bear the obligations of their fathers.
Gifts were exchanged by the fathers, and so the sons renew the hospitality
relationship by exchanging gifts again. They never fight, though Diomedes
scizes mastery by getting a more valuable gift than Glaucus.

The Iliad as a whole turns on the rage of Achilles.*® Achilles is enraged
because Agamemnon has taken away his war bride, his geras, Briseis. Aga-
memnon takes her from Achilles because he has been forced to give up his
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own war bride, Chryseis, daughter of Chryses, priest of Apollo. When Chry-
ses offers gifts for the return of Chryseis, Agamemnon initially refuses and
then gives in because Apollo attacks the Greeks in retribution for Agamem-
non’s snub to Chryses. Agamemnon looks to compensate his loss, which is
not just a loss of plunder but also a loss of honor: “Fetch me another prize,
and straight off too, / else I alone of the Argives go without my honor
(geras). / That would be a disgrace. . . . [M]y prize is snatched away.”®” He
seizes Briseis in petty revenge for Achilles’ opposition to him.

Achilles acknowledges that Agamemnon has the authority to share the
spoils, and Achilles acquiesces to Agamemnon’s power to take back his gift.
But if Agamemnon can force Achilles to give up his bride, he cannot force
him to fight.5® Achilles charges that Agamemnon is greedy and shamelessly
profit-minded because he takes back booty that he had distributed.*® To
Achilles, Agamemnon’s demand manifests a deeply ungenerous character.
The real disgrace is not a loss of geras but the seizure of another man’s
prizes.®® Dashing his gold-studded scepter to the ground with an oath that
he will not fight, Achilles charges that Agamemnon has failed to pay Achil-
les his proper time. When Agamemnon’s men die on the battlefield before
“man-killing Hector,” the Greeks will learn Achilles” worth: “then you will
tear your heart out, desperate, raging / that you disgraced the best of the
Achaeans.”®!

Agamemnon eventually concedes to send a delegation to Achilles laden
with gifts to win him back: “Seven tripods never touched by fire, ten bars
of gold, / twenty burnished cauldrons, a dozen massive stallions, / racers
who earned me trophies with their speed.” Agamemnon even promises to
return Briseis, accompanied by an oath that he has not touched her.%* Achil-
les again zeroes in on the issue of gift, compensation, and gratitude: “there
was no charis given for fighting incessantly forever against your enemies.”®?
Achilles has promised to use all his skill to fight Troy, and Agamemnon’s
compensation is too late and too little. “This is the thanks I get,” is Achil-
les’ response. Achilles also recognizes that the offered gifts are a power
play to subordinate Achilles. Agamemnon’s overwhelming gifts impose a
burden Achilles will never be able to pay back. Agamemnon even offers to
make Achilles his son-in-law, an apparently generous act that in fact makes
Agamemnon’s superiority permanent. Homer’s characters know that gifts
can be acts of domination, imposing impossible obligations on the recipi-
ents. Though his companions criticize Achilles for refusing the gifts, he
knows what he is doing. Agamemnon is the one who loses face in having his
gifts rejected.®* In the agon of gifts and gratitude that dominate the epic,
Achilles wins another round.
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Achilles eventually returns to the battlefield after the death of Patroclus,
to take revenge (“negative reciprocity”) on Hector, who killed his friend.
Agamemnon tries again to bring peace with gifts.®® It is an abortive effort,
as Achilles brushes Agamemnon aside: “produce the gifts if you like, as you
see fit / or keep them back, it’s up to you.” Achilles is too eager to return
to the field to stop for ritual expressions of friendship with Agamemnon.%¢
He even rejects Agamemnon’s suggestion that they share a sacrificial meal to
“seal our binding oaths in blood”: “You talk of food? / I have no taste for
food—what I really crave / is slaughter and blood and the choking groans
of men!”%” Odysseus brings the treasure anyway and prepares the meal, but
Achilles will have none of it. He returns to the battle fed instead on nectar
and ambrosia brought by Athena.

Agamemnon’s failures as the lead chief of the Achaeans are evident in
the hard-handed way he distributes and seizes the geras that signals the dis-
tribution of worth, zime, among the warriors in his retinue. He demands
immediate compensation for a loss; he retracts a gift already given; when he
finally gets around to compensating Achilles, it is such an excessive gift that
Achilles must refuse; the reconciliation he finally achieves is a faux reconcili-
ation. The contrast between the disarray in the Greek camp and the tight-
knit community within the walls of Troy is striking. Most of the examples of
successful reciprocity in the epic are from the Trojan rather than the Greek
side. It is no accident that the two camps are so spatially distinctive. Trojans
remain within the circle of their walls, continuing their circular obligations
of gift giving as they defend their city. Meanwhile, the Greeks are arranged
in a line along the shore, broken up into self-contained tribal units.®® The
Greek circle has been undone. Only near the end of the epic do the Greeks
restore a proper circulation of gifts and compensation. During the funeral
games for Patroclus, Achilles, his wrath appeased, displays his superiority as
a ruler. He distributes gifts with magnanimity,* and none is more dramatic
than the climactic prize he awards to Agamemnon for spear throwing.”®
Roles are reversed. Agamemnon offers no more inept gifts. Achilles achieves
peace by an act of generosity that puts Agamemnon in /4is debt.”!

The circle of the Iliad is not yet closed. The Greek versus Greek quarrel
has been resolved by Achilles’ gift giving at the games, but the Greeks are
still at odds with the Trojans, especially over the body of Hector. Exhibiting
a ring construction, the epic begins and ends with scenes of supplication and
gift exchange.”? At the outset, a father, Chryses, comes to Agamemnon with
gifts and a plea for the ransom of his daughter, Chryseis. Agamemnon’s fool-
ish rejection of his suit is the beginning of'a downward spiral for the Greek
forces. At the end of the poem, another mourning father appears, Priam,
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the king of Troy, bearing a great ransom to recover the body of his son
from his son’s killer, Achilles. In the chest are “twelve robes, handsome, rich
brocades, / twelve cloaks, unlined and light, as many blankets, / as many
big white capes and shirts to go with them . . . / ten full bars of gold / . . .
two hundred burnished tripods, four fine cauldrons / and last a magnificent
cup the Thracians gave him once.””® Though the gifts are excessive, the king
comes into the Greek camp dressed in a simple robe and riding an ox cart.
He adopts the position of suppliant.” Unlike Agamemnon and his excessive
gift, Priam does not claim superiority but humbles himself before his son’s
slayer. Achilles receives the gift and welcomes the giver as a xenos, a stranger
who becomes a guest friend. In the morning, they part with mutual tears.
Achilles grieves for his father, Priam for his son:

Overpowered by memory

both men gave way to grief. Priam wept freely
for man-killing Hector, throbbing, crouching
before Achilles’ feet as Achilles wept himself,
now for his father, now for Patroclus once again,

and their sobbing rose and fell throughout the house.”®

For a brief moment, in a scene of reconciliation that haunts the Western
imagination up to the present, Greek and Trojan join in a community of
grief and gift. Death unites. Hope for peace is invested in the power of the
gift, joined with the tragic power of mutual loss.

Democratic Reciprocities

Archaic Greek society was structured by a double circle: There were recipro-
cal relationships between mortals and immortals, and there were intrahuman
circles of grace for grace. The pattern of gift and response remained circu-
lar, both socially and theoretically, as Greek society was transformed from
the archaic patchwork of “kingdoms” into a sleek patchwork of city-states
(poleis). Yet, political Greece had a different structure than heroic Greece. In
place of the circulation of gifts between princes and warriors and warriors
and warriors, the city-state witnessed a proliferation of circles: aristocrats
formed bonds of mutual service as they had always done, both within each
Greek city and among elites between cities. But the city itself was imagined
as a benefactor to which the citizens owed debts of loyalty and service. Indi-
vidual citizens became benefactors of the city by performing the liturgies
(lestourgin) of civic donations, and within the city “private” friendships were
formed by exchanges of favors. Each of these circles turned round and round
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in the same pattern we have already described: benefactors gave benefits,
and could expect their beneficiaries to repay them with service and often
with goods; recipients felt the burden of obligation and looked for chances
to repay their debts of gratitude with return services or goods. None of this
“commerce” was regulated by explicit contract or enforced by law, but it was
the heartbeat of Greek society.

Sparta brought much of the older heroic model into its own civic prac-
tice. Spartans often charged that the Athenians were ungrateful, which pro-
vided a pretext for attack. Herodotus identifies two reasons for Spartan anger
against Athens: the Athenians had driven Peisistratids, the Spartans’ “guest-
friends,” into exile, and Athens had not returned favors for Spartan ser-
vices to Athens. The Spartans claimed, “[W]e do acknowledge that we have
done wrongly; for . . . we drove from their native land men who were our
guest-friends and promised to make Athens dependent upon us, and hav-
ing done this we delivered the city of Athens into the hands of an ungrate-
ful people.””¢ Spartan complaints notwithstanding, in Athens too, ancient
techniques and principles remained in place. Sophocles could still endorse
the traditional notion that “one favor always begets another,” and the Athe-
nian elites maintained their bonds of reciprocity with elites from other cities.
Athenians saw the world through a series of oppositions—Greek /barbarian,
slave /free, friend/enemy. Yet the opposition of friend and enemy was not
permanent and fixed. Enemies, including enemy cities, could be brought
into the circle of friends (philoi) through gifts and favors. Brought into the
circle of Athenian society, they were expected to live virtuously, as virtue was
articulated by Xenophon—doing good to friends, doing harm to enemies.””
Out of gratitude for being favored by Athens, newly befriended cities and
rulers would support and benefit Athens in turn.”® According to Thucydides,
Athenian policy differed from earlier patterns because Athens aspired to be
a benefactor more than a recipient of benefits:

[T]n the matter of generosity we are the opposite of most people: that is, we
acquire our friends not by receiving but by conferring favours. If someone
confers a favour out of good will he is in a better position to preserve the
recipient’s feeling of gratitude as owed in the same spirit of good will; by
contrast, if a person who owes a favour that his generosity will be recognized
not as a favour but as a repayment of debt, then he is less keen to remain
grateful. Thus, we are the only people who help others not out of calcula-
tion of any profit or loss, but out of confidence in generosity, without fear of
consequence.”’

High-minded Athenian foreign policy was not always successful. Favors
were not reciprocated. When Athens offered citizenship to Thracian rulers,
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the Thracians turned the situation to their own advantage. Thrace was more
important to Athens than the Athenian alliance was to Thrace. Thus, instead
of imposing a debt on the Thracians, Athens was put in the position of a
suppliant, courting the favor of their putative ally and leaving themselves
vulnerable to Thracian treachery. Athenians remained loyal to Thrace even
when it was not in their interests to do so. Philip of Macedon mocked the
Athenians for their naiveté. When Cotys of Thrace was assassinated, Athens
befriended his murderer, the new ruler of Thrace, and even promised to ally
with Thrace against Philip. Philip commented sardonically, “You did this in
the full knowledge that none of those who receive such gitts pay any atten-
tion to your laws.”80

For a century and a half, Athens attempted something dramatically dif-
ferent.®! From the democratic revolution in 462 B.C. until the end of democ-
racy in 322 B.C., Athens attempted to form a polity without debt, where
power was freed from obligations of reciprocity, benefits, services, and grate-
ful returns. Earlier Athenian leaders had won mastery by traditional methods
of gifts, largesse, and patronage. In the world outside Athens, and in Athens
before 462, exchanges of gifts and imposition of debts of gratitude were nor-
mal practice. They were the way power was exercised and the way that elites
maintained their superiority above the common citizens. Cimon became a
big man by opening his fields and his house to the poor, who became his
clients, if not his slaves. In 461 Cimon was ostracized, and the following
year the Athenians erected a polity intended to prevent any future Cimons
from gaining dominance in the city.®? If not entirely in reality, at least in the
rhetoric of democracy’s advocates, the old system of gift and gratitude was
nothing more than a system of gift and graft, which aristocrats used for their
personal enrichment or at least to maintain the power. In Athens a new civic
ideal emerged, in which the people ruled.

At the heart of the Athenian experiment was a shift in the dynamics of
gift and gratitude. Democracy was an unprecedented effort to detach the
distribution of political power from obligations of gift and gratitude,® and it
brought with it a new set of political values and practices. Officials were cho-
sen by lot and paid from the public treasury, which broke the power of net-
works of gift friends.®* Instead of personal loyalty expressed in gift exchange,
the nine archons of Athens swore “not to accept dora on account of their
office.”®® Thucydides praised Perikles as adoratatos, incorruptible, which
meant “beyond the reach of gifts and bribes.”® When Perikles suspected
that the Spartan king might spare Perikles’ land during raids on Attika
because of personal favor and guest friendship, Perikles hurried to explain
his position by announcing “to the Athenians in their assembly that while
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Archidamos was indeed a guest-friend of his, this relationship had certainly
not been entered upon for the detriment of the state.”® Centuries later,
Plutarch was still singing the praises of Perikles, and for the same reasons:
“He was to be seen travelling on one street only in the city, the one which
led to the agora and the council chamber. He declined invitations to dinner,
and all such activities of social and familiar character, so that during the long
period of his political involvement, he did not attend a single friend’s house
to dine, except that of his kinsman Euryptolemos at his wedding feast; there,
he stayed until the libations were made, and then immediately departed.”®8
When Lykidas laid a request for civic friendship before the town council
of Salamis, which was part of the Athenian orbit, the unfortunate Lykidas
was stoned because he was suspected of pursuing personal interest.?” Dem-
osthenes insisted that supporting the “policy of the many” was essential,
more important than maintaining connections with others of one’s class.
People commit crimes when they “fancy themselves important enough to be
called xenoi and philoi of Philip.” The charge against Alkibiades was that he
had maintained loyalties to noble friends abroad rather than loving his city,
including the inferiors.”” Democracy thus was a victory of the community
over the hero.”!

The effect of Athenian democracy on the political imagination of the
West, and of the world, is inestimable. Prior to 462 corruption and bribery
were not deviations from some pure norm of disinterested political behav-
ior. Corruption was the system. Corruption was not even identifiable as
corruption. Bribery was an “invention” of classical Athens.”> Corruption
became identifiable as corruption only when the reforms of Kleisthenes
broke the dominance of the elite families and subjected the politics of Ath-
ens to the demos, the people. The crime of being a traitor was also invented
by classical Athens. Traitors could be identified as such only after the com-
mon good of the whole city became the standard by which policies would
be tested and judged.”®

The Athenian example fired the imaginations of thinkers in the early
modern period, and more systematically than the Athenians others were
able to formulate political theories in which power was detached from the
“corruptions” of gratitude. As for Athens itself, democracy did not involve
a complete “privatization” of reciprocity. Few followed Thucydides’ proto-
Hobbesian notion that human beings are motivated by fear and the instinct
for self-preservation.”* Most continued to believe that political order rested
on reciprocal relations and mutual gifts, but they believed that democracy
relocated the circle of reciprocity to political leaders and the people. From
the side of the rulers, the results were not always an improvement. Perikles
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“began to fawn upon the many,” in the hope that they would help secure
his political power.”® With democracy came the potential for demagoguery.
For citizens, dynamics of gift and gratitude remained but were translated
into state-citizen relations. Plato’s Socrates reflects the change in the center
of gratitude. Instead of personal bonds of loyalty established by direct gifts,
Socrates feels obligations to the state that gave him life. Without using the
terminology of gratitude, Socrates describes the debt he owes to the city
for the gifts that the city and its nomoi (law, custom) have bestowed on
him. He is beholden not to any person but to the mother city itself. The
laws brought Socrates into existence because it was under their auspices that
Socrates’ father and mother were married. The laws demanded that Socrates
be trained in music and gymnastics. As a result of this nurture and educa-
tion, Socrates belongs to the state as “child and slave.” He has no more
right to strike against the state or revile it than he would his own father or
mother. In all his philosophical investigations, Socrates tells Crito, he has
surely discovered that “our country is more to be valued and higher and
holier far than mother or father or any ancestor, and more to be regarded in
the eyes of the gods and of men of understanding.” Wherever she sends, even
“if she leads us to wounds or death in battle, thither we follow as is right.
... [Wlhether in battle or in a court of law, or in any other place, he must
do what his city and his country order him, or he must change their view of
what is just.”?¢

Xenophon’s Socrates, in contrast to Plato’s, explicitly uses gratitude as
a political category. He claims that the state penalizes filial ingratitude, and
explains that the ungrateful are not entrusted with civic office because it
would be an evil for such a man to offer sacrifices for the state:

Don’t you know that even the state ignores all other forms of ingratitude
(acharistins) and pronounces no judgment on them, caring nothing if the
recipient of a favour neglects to thank his benefactor, but inflicts penalties on
the man who is discourteous to his parents and rejects him as unworthy of
office, holding that it would be a sin for him to offer sacrifices on behalf of the
state and that he is unlikely to do anything else honourably and rightly? Aye,
and if one fail to honour his parents’ graves, the state inquires into that too,
when it examines the candidates for office.””

The charites given by Athens had to be repaid with the grateful obedience. In
place of a circle of gifts and gratitude binding rulers to one another, democ-
racy involved a gift-and-gratitude circle between the rulers and people.
Other circles of reciprocation are evident within democratic society.
Prominent and wealthy citizens were expected to offer gifts and services
to the city, in the form of “liturgies,” public service. Court speeches from
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the democratic age indicate that such contributions to the polis counted as
evidence of good character and could be part of a man’s legal defense. Isaios
defends two brothers by reminding the jury that their father “has before
now performed liturgies and made contributions, and generally been a keen
citizen.” In fact, “the brothers themselves have never gone away, unless they
were sent by you; and, while staying here, they are not unhelpful (akhresoz)
to the polis: they serve in the army, they make contributions of tax . . .
and—as everyone knows—they behave in an orderly way.”?® Another ora-
tor, Antiphon, presents a speaker defending himself by calling attention to
the services he had performed for the city: “I have made many substantial
eisphora payments, I have many times served as a trierarch, and I have fur-
nished a brilliant chorus. . . . If my character is such as thus, you must not
deem me guilty of anything sinful or shameful.”®

For some Greek philosophers, the detachment of gratitude from power
afforded an opportunity for “private” friendships among equals. Epicurus
and his followers took the opportunity to explore the emotional dimension
of gratitude and ingratitude. Epicurus’ views on the emotions of anger and
gratitude are known only in fragments, and most have to do directly with Epi-
curus’ denial that the gods experience anger or gratitude. A later Epicurean,
Philodemus, discussed gratitude directly in his treatise On Anger. Apparently
following Epicurus, Philodemus claims that anger and gratitude are oppo-
sites. A man feels anger toward those who harm him, and gratitude toward
those who do favors for him. Gratitude and anger are responses to voluntary
acts, Philodemus says. It is silly to be angry at inanimate objects, or to be

grateful even to animate ones that benefit us unintentionally.!°

The Hero in the City

The most important treatment from ancient Athens, though, comes from
Aristotle, who raises civic “liturgical” donations to an ethical status in his
Nicomachean Ethics, where he analyzes the virtue of liberality and gives
cthical advice on the right ways to give and receive gifts.!?! Aristotle’s was
fundamentally an ethic of independence, an ethic for citizen heroes in a
democratic polis.!> A free man, Aristotle writes in the Rbetoric, is one who
is not dependent on any other man,'® and he argues elsewhere that any man
whose life circled around another is little better than a slave.’** Freedom
means doing what you like, and that means keeping some distance from the
benefits that others might bestow. Aristotle’s reflections on liberality, recep-
tion, and friendship are always checked by the dominant drive for a heroic
autonomy.'?® It is not surprising that he has no place in his list of virtues for
“gratitude.”!0
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For Aristotle, excellence is always a mean between two extremes. There
is always an extreme of excess—too much—and an extreme of defect—too
little. With regard to the use of wealth, the excess is “prodigality” (asotin),
the vice of “wasting substance,” which often becomes a “sort of ruining of
oneself, life being held to depend on possession of substance.” The defect of
meanness (anelentherin) has two dimensions, deficiency in giving and excess
in taking, though in practice only one of these usually appears in a mean
man—rhe either gives too little or takes too much, and either way he ends up
hoarding. The mean man is known “by such names a niggardly, close-fisted,
and stingy all fall short in giving.”!?” Stinginess is a vice worse than prodigal-
ity, and more common. Liberality (eleutheriotetos) is balanced on both ends
of the reciprocity spectrum. The liberal man does not give away too much or
to the wrong people, and he is careful to make sure that his giving is to noble
ends. He is careful to take only from noble sources, and he does not give to
all and everyone, or take from just anyone.

“Magnificence” (megaloprepein) is not identical to liberality because
magnificence characterizes not all the exchanges of the virtuous man but
only those that involve “largeness of scale” (megethos). In contrast to the
defect of paltriness and the excess of vulgarity, the magnificent man is “an
artist in expenditure,” who knows how to spend great sums with good taste.
The magnificent man will spend as is fitting for his wealth and station. It is
relative to his own standing and net worth.!®® He is a big man who shows
his bigness in the way he spends his wealth. He is able “at an equal expense
[to] produce a more magnificent result” than a rival.!® Magnificent expendi-
tures are often expenditures on behalf of the city, religious gifts like “votive
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offerings, buildings, and sacrifices,” or donations that reflect civic-minded
ambition.'® A magnificent man will also spend great sums on certain private
occasions, weddings, receptions for foreign visitors, furnishings for his house,
a tomb. The magnificent man does not spend on himself, and his gifts to pri-
vate causes are a sort of “votive offering” that have public consequence.!!
Aristotle subsumes these virtues of liberality and magnificence under
the crowning virtue of his ethical system, the virtue of “pride” or “great-
souledness” (megalopsychin). The great-souled man is one who knows his
worth, and acts according to that worth, who has a high but appropriate self-
image. This virtue is also reflected in the way that the great-souled man uses
his wealth: “[H]e is the sort of man to confer benefits, but he is ashamed of
receiving them; for the one is the mark of a superior, the other of an inferior.
And he is apt to confer greater benefits in return; for thus the original bene-
factor besides being paid will incur a debt to him, and will be the gainer by

the transaction.”'? He goes on to say that men of great soul do not “seem to
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remember any service they have done, but not those they have received (for
he who receives a service is inferior to him who has done it, but the proud
man wishes to be superior), and to hear of the former with pleasure, of the
latter with displeasure; this, it seems, is why Thetis did not mention to Zeus
the services she had done him, and why the Spartans did not recount their
services to the Athenians, but those they had received.”!!?

A magnanimous man aims for independence, and reception of gifts,
Aristotle knows, imposes dependence. Thus, “it is a mark of the magnani-
mous man also to ask for nothing or scarcely anything, but to give help read-
ily.”"* He should not waste his time with the common run of projects and
aims, but should instead “be sluggish and to hold back except where great
honour or a great work is at stake.” If his deeds be few, let them be at least
“great and notable ones.” He is not easily impressed, and he quickly forgets
wrongs done to him. He would rather overlook wrongs than hold them in
memory. He does not care to be praised, and he rarely gives praise.!'> Here
especially Aristotle makes a tight connection between virtue and indepen-
dence. Giving is an act of superiority, and therefore the virtuous man gives
much; reception means humility, inferiority, and dependence, and the vir-
tuous man avoids reception as much as possible. The virtuous man tries to
pull apart the circle of gift and gratitude, and turn it into a line of unilateral,
dominating gift giving.

Aristotle does envision circles of reciprocity, but only among equals,
among friends (philoi). In Athenian democracy, bonds of friendship were
no longer supposed to play a prominent political role, but Aristotle did not
think this eliminated the value of friendship. Anticipating the arguments of
Adam Smith and others, he instead saw that the detachment of friendship
from favors and obligations opened up room for friendships in which the
friend was the end rather than a means. Philia always depends on a response
of philia from the other (antiphilesis), which is why Aristotle thinks it is mis-
taken to speak of philia for wine. Friendship takes many forms, among them
the friendship between parents and children. This is, of course, an unequal
friendship, since the parents’ benefits to their children always surpass any
return benefit a child might offer. Children have, after all, received their very
lives from their parents, and are to respond with honor and service, and an
affection that is like the affection of men for the gods.''® Outside the fam-
ily, friendships may be based on pleasure or on goods (agatha), but both are
ultimately selfish, since such friendships aim only to fulfill needs.!'” Neither
of these reaches the heights of friendship. For Aristotle, the highest form
of philia is philia kat’ areten (friendship according to virtue). In contrast to
other forms of friendship, the virtuous friend values the friend for what he
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is, rather than for some accidental good that he can provide. For Aristotle,
friendship according to virtue depends on mutual good will, recognition
that good will is returned, and the desire for the good of the other for his
own sake."® Friendships are reciprocal and circular, but each friends aims not
to elicit favors but to do favors. They are circular relations but not calculat-
ing, interested relationships.

Aristotle’s treatment of friendship is undermined by his commitment to
the virtue of independence. Aristotle’s magnanimous man aspires to remain
independent of gifts, since they place him in a position of dependence and
inferiority. A magnanimous man does many favors, and will remember them;
but he will receive few and forget them as quickly as they are performed. Self-
sufficiency is the aim of the virtuous life. Few can attain this, but once a man
achieves the ability to engage in philosophical theoria he can become entirely
self-sufficient: “the quality which is called self-sufficiency would exist most
in relation to the theoretic life,” because when his basic necessities are taken
care of “the wise man can indulge in theoria even by himself.” The just man
needs others on which to practice justice; the philosopher needs none.'"” But
the aspiration to philosophical autonomy undermines Aristotle’s endorse-
ment of philoi as an essential component of virtue. After all, a friendship is
a circle of mutual favor, at its best an exchange of wisdom that enables both
parties to achieve virtue. By eschewing dependence and receptivity, Aristotle
allows that arete floats off from philia and the good man. The truly good
man needs no friends to attain virtue.!?® The life of virtue is no longer a
life of gift and gratitude but an isolated and self-sufficient life of theoretic
contemplation. This is a detachment from reciprocity far more radical than
anything achieved by Athenian political order, and it, of course, implies a
fairly complete break with politics. Throughout Western intellectual history,
there is tension between two paths to virtue: friendship (necessarily involv-
ing gift and gratitude) and isolation, conversation, and philosophical or mys-
tical ascent.

Conclusion

Democratic hopes for a community of equals are consistently dogged by
some of the tangles that we find in Aristotle. Relationships of benefit and
gratitude do not disappear in a democracy. Perikles may stay away from
tempting dinners all he wants, but Athens was still filled with friends doing
services for one another, and a group of friends can always serve as a power
base. It is not so easy to cleanse politics of gratitude’s obligations. Besides,
the equality of democracy depends on a relocation of the circle of reciprocity
between the state and the citizen, and in Athens (and perhaps everywhere)
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that required redistribution of resources from the wealthy to the poorer.
Patronage is not eliminated, but the state becomes the universal patron.
Nonplussed as Socrates may seem as he reminds Crito of his debts to Athens
and its laws, it is well to remember that he offers his reflections while on
death row.'! Once focused on a motherly state, political gratitude can turn
totalitarian.

The Roman solution is to reject the aspiration for independence, to
accept and celebrate the asymmetries of reciprocal relations, of benefit and
gratitude. From its beginnings, Roman order was founded on a premise
of interpersonal dependence instead of autarchic Aristotelian freedom. That
alternative circle, of course, comes with its own set of tangles, which we
explore in the next chapter.
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TWO

Benefits and Good Offices

Romans were unique in antiquity. In no other society were the ruling classes
so thoroughly bound together by beneficin and gratia, by gifts and recip-
rocal gratitude. In no other society did the unequal relationships between
benefactors and their beneficiaries, patrons and their clients, play such a
prominent role.! Benefits hold socicty together, Sencca says, reflecting the
Roman notion that humans are fundamentally dependent beings.? Whether
those involved “patronage” in the strictest sense or merely “benefactions,”
they were everywhere. Most social relationships in Rome outside of family
relations were molded by gifts, reception, and return gifts.

It was a principle that Athenians, with their bias in favor of independence,
autonomy, and freedom, would have barely understood.?* Romans were closer
to Xenophon’s Persians who imposed civic sanctions on the ungrateful. Sue-
tonius and Tacitus both refer to prosecutions against ungrateful clients and
children.* It is no surprise that Rome produced some of the most important
writings on gratitude, writings that profoundly affected Western ethics, phi-
losophy, political theory, and literature for nearly two millennia.

“Patronage” refers to asymmetrical, permanent relationships between
high-status patrons and lower-status clients, whose relationship is estab-
lished and maintained by exchanges of services or objects. Being wealthier
and better connected, patrons were able to meet the needs of their clients.
Clients could not offer anything that patrons needed, but strove to satisty
their desires. Romans of lower classes sought necessities in the marketplace,
but to obtain anything beyond necessaries required connection to someone
with access to goods that were not available to most Romans. A patron owed
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his clients protection, advocacy in court, and sometimes gifts of money, and,
just as importantly, these services and benefits from patron to client placed a
debt of gratitude on the client, who was obligated to repay the patron with
services of his own. Gratitude was not merely warm feeling toward the bene-
factor, but reciprocal service and benefaction. Benefits imposed a debt on the
recipient that had to be discharged through a return of service or benefit.

Patronage relationships could take many forms. Landlords were patrons
to tenants, patricians to plebeians, and Rome itself stood in a relationship of
patronage to its allies and territories. Patron relationships were founded on
mutual trust, fides, and on reciprocal service, officia. Such relationships were
often described as relations of friendship (amicitin), a term that in Rome
covered not only intimate relations between equals but also a wide range of
asymmetrical relations based on obligations of reciprocity. Patrons consid-
ered their clients to be their amicz, and vice versa.

According to the Roman Antiquities of Dionysius of Halicarnassus,
patronage was as old as Rome itself. Romulus divided the original Roman
community between aristocrats and the plebs (eupatridas and demotikoi).
The former were charged with the management of religious and political
life while the plebs gave themselves to farming and trade. By giving par-
ticular tasks to the plebs, Romulus aimed “to prevent them from engaging
in seditions, as happens in other cities when either the magistrates mistreat
the lowly, or the common people and the needy envy those in authority.”®
To describe these classes by titles of authority seemed too domineering. To
promote affection among different classes, he described the relationship with
kin terminology. Aristocrats were not despots but father figures. Through
the institution of patronein that assigned “friendly offices to both parties,”
Romulus ensured that “the connection between them [was] a bond of kind-
ness befitting fellow citizens.”®

For Dionysius, it was not a one-sided system. Both patrons and clients
had responsibilities toward one another. Clients assisted patrons in raising
dowries for their daughters, ransomed patrons if they were taken prisoner
in war, helped pay fines when patrons were liable, and shared the costs of
magistracies that were won by their patrons. Patrons for their turn were
responsible to explain the law to their clients, to care for them as fathers for
children in financial and contractual matters, to defend them in court, and
to “secure for them both in private and in public affairs all that tranquility of
which they particularly stood in need.””

The patronage system never existed in the form that Dionysius describes.
He claims that patron-client relations and obligations were enforced by
law, which was never the case. Dionysius, writing shortly after the ascent
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of Augustus, outlines a highly sanitized portrait of patronage in the early
Principate.® Patronage was not as blissful as Dionysius makes it sound. In
practice, patronage secured the power of patrons over clients, gave extralegal
support for the advantages of the oldest families in Rome, and limited the
access that clients had to goods that, as citizens, they theoretically enjoyed
directly.’ Dionysius is also idealistic in highlighting only the cohesive func-
tion and power of patronage relations. Of course, a generous benefactor
won the loyalty of his clients, and faithful clients maintained the patronage
of their patrons. Because gifting went in both directions, it bound both
patrons and clients, and often bound them tightly and enduringly. Patron-
age relations often extended, like the guest-friend relations of the Homeric
period, across generations. The patronage system helped unify the spreading
empire. Emperors displayed their generosity toward conquered territories
by building temples and coliseums and by sponsoring games. Such acts of
“euergetism” erected monumental reminders of Roman power throughout
the empire, but were also intended to win the loyalty and gratitude of prov-
inces. Provincial officials, generals, and local authorities also deployed the
techniques of euergetism and patronage to establish bonds with conquered
cities and territories, including the provincial elites. Within the patronage
network, the bonds were strong, but each patronage network also had a
boundary, an outside, and it was not unusual for one patronage network to
vie for power with another. One of the factors behind Caesar’s assassination
was a clash of alliances. A general who could call in debts of gratitude not
only from subordinate commanders in the Roman military but also from
powerful provincial leaders was a potential threat to Rome. Thus Caesar
joins with his adopted son Octavian and Mark Antony in opposition to Cas-
sius and his network of clients. As Shakespeare understood, the tragic choice
has to be made by Brutus rather than Caesar, who abandons his “friend”
with an “unkind” (i.e., ungrateful) cut in order to pursue his ideal of Repub-
lican revival. Rivalries between “families” of political patronage revived in
Italy during the Renaissance, much to Dante’s horror.

As in Homeric Greece and in Athens, the benefit-gratitude system in
Rome was interwoven with the pursuit of honor. A patron expected his cli-
ents to form an entourage to blow trumpets and shout his praises as the
patron passed through the streets of Rome. Acts of euergetism had a similar
aim. Like Aristotle’s magnanimous man, a euergetes sponsored the build-
ing of an aqueduct, hippodrome, or temple in a city, sponsored poetry and
athletic contests, and fulfilled a religious or administrative function in the
city. Like the private gratitude of a client, the public gratitude for benefactors
was more than mass enthusiasm. It took external, ritualized forms. In return
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for his public favors, the benefactor received the honor (¢ime) of the masses,
often in the public form of an honorific inscription in a public place, a bronze
statue in the forum or a park, special seats at games, crowns, and positions at
feasts and in temples. This grateful honor was especially necessary when the
burdens of public works were considered onerous. Nobles had to be induced
to make voluntary gifts to the public, and since the gift brought no financial
rewards and the failure to give was not punished by any legal sanctions, they
had to be induced with ego-stroking promises of gratitude.

The circle of benefit for honor did not stop with one round. An inscrip-
tion or a statue not only was repayment for a benefit given but also won the
benefactor a reputation for generosity, a reputation that he would have to live
up to or suffealso entire cities among his clients.!! Since generals were mostly
of the senatorial class, the patrician network that gave shape and consistency
to the society of the capital extended its power throughout the empire. A
public honor was simultaneously an appeal from the people for further ben-
efits. Public benefits could be paid out for more immediate political benefits
as well. Roman emperors commonly distributed grain to the Roman popu-
lace during shortages. The purpose was rarely humanitarian or charitable.
Too little was distributed to save many lives, and many were excluded from
the distribution. But the distribution enhanced the benefactor’s reputation
and bolstered his political authority, especially at the expense of other less
generous patricians.!?

Good Offices

Roman moralists castigated the system, especially as it exhibited an unseemly
love for honor and public glory. According to Dio Chrysostom, even those
who disdain greed and gluttony commend those who “crave distinction and
reputation.” The modest who try to hide their incontinence in other areas
are happy to carry on their pursuit of honor in public. The rewards are lousy,
impressive only to “simpletons”—rewards like “crowns and front seats and
public proclamations.”® Plutarch recommended unexpected and sudden
donations, given without any calculation of possible benefits.!* Such gifts
were more purely gifts than more calculated benefits.

Like Aristotle, Cicero attempted to bring patronage into conformity
with an ethical ideal, but, though influenced by Aristotle at various points,
he assumed that relations of dependence were unavoidable in any society.
He composed his De officiis, one of the most extended Roman meditations
on gratitude obligations, in the aftermath of the plot against Caesar and the
outbreak of the civil war between Mark Antony and Octavian.!® Caesar is
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named as a negative example at various points in the treatise, and though
Antony is unnamed, he is likewise an example of a man who failed in his
obligations. Addressed to his military son, Cicero’s treatise provides an over-
view of the Platonic virtues of wisdom, justice, courage, and temperance,
first explaining what is honorable in each area and then describing the “use-
ful.” Utility refers particularly to usefulness in advancing one’s interests; the
utile is what advances a political career in service to the state. One of Cicero’s
dominant theses is that the honorable and the useful are perfectly harmoni-
ous. Virtue is its own reward, but nature has cunningly designed the world
so that virtue brings other rewards as well.

Originating a long tradition that ends only in the early modern era,
Cicero treats beneficence and the obligation of gratitude under the head-
ing of justice. Justice is twofold. On the negative side, justice means that
no one should suffer wrong from another; on the positive side, justice is
promotion of the common good. In the latter sense, justice is concerned
with how “communal property should serve communal interests, and private
property private interests.”!® Generosity obviously fits the second category.
For Cicero, “nothing more accords with human nature” than munificence.
Because generosity is supposed to promote the common good, it should
not be indulged indiscriminately; “it has many pitfalls.”’” Resources are not
costless, and therefore giving to one person means #ot giving to another.
The wrong kind of benefit given to a person can harm the recipient, and
kindness paid to the wrong person may harm the public good. Cicero lays
out three rules: benevolence must not damage the recipient so that it seems
to be a harm to him or to others, it should not deplete our own resources or
steal our goods from those who are nearest to us (our family especially),'
and it should be given to the recipient “according to his worth.” Generos-
ity is a form of justice because both negative and positive justice deals out
what is deserved to cach. The last is particularly important. A good recipi-
ent is “notably endowed with the milder virtues of moderation, self-control,
and justice.”” A benefactor has to judge the character of the recipient by
his affection, the degree of association he has with us, and whether he has
proven reliable in the past. If these character qualities are lacking, a benefit
is not genuinely beneficial. The first rule of benevolence is to do no harm,
either to the recipient or to yourself.

Cicero distinguishes between benefits paid in money and those paid in
service, and considers the latter far superior. Giving money is easier, but
“active help” is “nobler, more impressive, and worthier of a courageous and
eminent man.”?” An eminent man like Cicero himself: he often uses his own
experiences in Roman law courts as a model for his son. Most of the benefits
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he commends have to do with legal assistance. A patron represents his client
in court, helps him write a will or a contract, and dislodges legal logjams.
Gifts of money are legitimate in certain circumstances, but, following Aris-
totle, Cicero argues that proper generosity avoids the extreme of extrava-
gant. It is excessive to distribute money on feasts, gladiatorial shows, public
games, and chases, but generous to pay to release a friend from pirates, pay
off a friend’s debt, supply a daughter’s dowry, or give money toward the pur-
chase of property. Like other moralists, Cicero is keenly aware of the abuses
of generosity to promote reputation and personal honor, and he is skepti-
cal concerning euergetism. “Many people are not so much open-handed by
nature as motivated by a sense of vainglory, to appear to do out of kindness
many things which seemingly arise out of exhibitionism rather than good-
will.”?! At the same time, he acknowledges that there was a place for such
public benefactions in Rome’s early history, since it was the only way to lay
the infrastructure of a great city and the only way for the right kinds of men
to gain public notice. The rule of thumb for Cicero is “to lend help above all
to the person in greatest need,” other things being equal.?

Benefits of all kinds, Cicero argues, create bonds of obligation, and
the recipient should display his gratitude by fulfilling proper officia. No
obligation is more powerful than the obligation imposed by the reception
of a service or a benefit. That is to say, no obligation is more fundamental
or important than gratitude, expressed in an eagerness to “repay in greater
measure what we have received for our benefit.” In this, the grateful person
simply imitates nature: “Should we not follow the example of fertile fields,
which yield much more than they have received?” Generosity flows both
ways. The first moment of generosity is to bestow a kindness, the second is
to repay it. The first is a free act, but “the failure to repay [a benefit] is not
an option for a good man, so long as he can reciprocate without injustice
to anyone.”*?

Gratitude is subject to measurement of a sort. We owe greater debts for
greater benefits. But the attitude of the donor also needs to be factored in.
We should “attach particular weight to the affection, enthusiasm, and good-
will of the donor.”** Cicero celebrates the bond of friendship: “Of all bonds
of fellowship . . . none is more pre-eminent or enduring than the friendship
forged between good men of like character.”?® Yet he insists that the state’s
benefits to us are such that the obligations of patriotism outweigh all others.
He quotes Plato’s comment that “we are not born for ourselves alone, for
our country claims a share in our origins,”?° and asserts that while “parents
are dear to us, and so are our children and relatives and friends,” still “our
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native land alone subsumes all the affections which we entertain. What good
man would hesitate to face death on her behalf if it would be of service
to her?”” When obligations compete, “our country and our parents must
take the first place,” even over friendship. And the debt to country is finally
weightier than the debt to parents.

At the same time, gratitude is not identical to repayment, a point Seneca
makes more explicitly and systematically. A good but poor man “will cer-
tainly be a grateful man,” Cicero says, “even if he cannot return the favor.”
Gratitude is simultaneously repayment and retention: “the man who repays
gratitude keeps [the money he receives], and in keeping it has repaid it.”
Neediness makes a man grateful. In need, a man “is eager to show gratitude
not only to the person who has merited it, but also to those from whom he
anticipates future help, for he is in need of many things.” A wealthy man’s
gratitude is his own, and may continue with his children, but “if you defend
a man of slender means who is honest and unassuming” then he will “visual-
ize you as a ready-made means of protection.”?®

Generosity is a matter of justice, and hence honorable. But the honor-
able is the useful, and in the later part of the treatise Cicero examines how
generosity can be used well to advance one’s interests, authority, and power.
Men subject themselves to others out of fear of reprisal, hope of reward, and
affection. The best way “to secure and to retain influence” among men is by
“winning affection,” and the worst way is to cause fear (as Caesar and Ant-
ony did).? Service is one of the ways to obtain goodwill from the masses and
from the best men. Furthermore, “what strongly rouses the affection of the
masses is the actual report and reputation which a person has for generosity,
kindness, justice, good faith, and all the virtues associated with civilized and
affable manners.”*® Both the bonds created by generosity and the reputation
for generosity enhance one’s public standing. Yet benefits are not merely self-
interested. A carefully chosen gift to the right person is an aid to everyone.
It is an act of justice that promotes the common good.?!

Cicero is an old Roman Republican fearful of the new imperial system
he sees taking shape, and as such he is an advocate for the traditional gift
and gratitude system of patronage. Under his management, virtue and util-
ity embrace, generosity and political expediency kiss one another. He aims
to reform the system and to recover the hardy Roman virtues of yore. That
there might be something more fundamentally amiss with Roman gratitude
seems not to have occurred to him.
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Benefits and Gratitude

Cicero lived in a tumultuous political era, when it was not yet clear what might
replace the fraying Republic. By Seneca’s time, the emergence of the emperor
as the great benefactor had shifted the center of gratitude.3 A powerful new
alliance of reciprocity had appeared, one that traditional Romans viewed with
skepticism and fear. Aristocratic Romans still operated by giving, getting,
and restoring favors, but the emperor was a new single focal point to patron-
age.* Emperors often went over the heads of the existing patronage networks
to win the loyalty of the Roman masses through gifts of bread and circuses.
Shrewd emperors attempted to extend their own interests by making use of
existing networks of aristocratic gift and gratitude. The shift precipitated by
the empire, however, created opportunities for the expansion of a new form
of power, that of the broker. Brokers often did not have wealth, land, or other
resources of their own. What they offered clients was access, the benefits of
their personal connections with the nobles who had such resources. Brokers
were “friends of friends” willing to use their connections to patrons for new
clients. This created a triangular relationship: the client would be bound to a
new patron, and both would be bound in a debt of gratitude to the match-
making broker who had brought them together.

Written in the first century of the Principate, Seneca’s treatise De ben-
eficiis is the most complete extant treatment of the topic from antiquity, and
the most important single treatise on gratitude and ingratitude that has ever
been written. Seneca remained well alive through the early Christian period,
was known to and used by medieval theologians, was read by Elizabethans,
and dropped from high regard only in the nineteenth century. Seneca sum-
marizes the assumptions and operations of Roman gift and gratitude, but
his treatise is also an effort to reform it according to Stoic principles. For
Stoics, only the virtuous is “good” in the strictest sense; all the external vari-
ables are morally indifferent. Stoics also believed in the spiritual equality of
all men. The use of benefits for personal gain and the inequities of a patron-
age system violated Seneca’s philosophical commitments.

In contrast to Cicero, Seneca mounts a “frontal attack” on Aristotle.?*
Aristotle outlined a theory of gift and gratitude that was consistent with the
independence and autonomy of the virtuous Athenian citizen. Seneca begins
from the opposite premise: he lays out a theory of benefit and gratitude that
will bind men together in mutual dependence. Seneca attacks the notion
that one should give to attain and maintain a position of superiority, and
rejects Aristotle’s insistence that the magnanimous man recalls favors done
more than favors received, which strikes Seneca as a form of ingratitude. He
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advises givers on how to give graciously and in a way that elicits gratitude;
he advises givers on how to imitate the gods in their gifts; he advises recipi-
ents to receive in a way that will gratify the benefactor so that the benefits
will continue to flow. This is the goal of philosophy in general: “Philosophy
teaches us, above all else, to owe and repay benefits well.”3®

Benefits and return benefits are the main ingredients of the social glue
that binds society together. Nothing binds a society together like benefits
and reception of benefits.*® At times, Seneca uses the image of the dance to
describe the movement of gifts,* and likens the flow of benefit and return
by reference to a ball game.3® If gifts dry up, then the game is up. If gifts
are received but not reciprocated, the dance of society might grind to a halt.
Ingratitude is thus the great obstacle to social cohesion. Seneca despises the
ungrateful, and ingratitude is as central a theme of his treatise as its positive
opposite. Statements about ingratitude form an inclusio around the entire
treatise. At the beginning, Seneca suggests that ingratitude is the worst of
vices, and nothing is more “harmful to society” than ingratitude, while the
final section urges that benefactors should imitate the gods by giving even
to the ungrateful.®* Many moral ills plague society—“homicides, tyrants,
thieves, adulterers, ravishers, sacrilegious, traitors”—but “worse than all
these is the ungrateful man.” The only things that might be worse are the
crimes that flow from ingratitude, “without which hardly any great wicked-
ness has ever grown to full stature.”? He says that his treatise has a threefold
theme: to encourage readers to “give freely, receive freely, return freely.”*!
But the central issue is more specific: how is one to encourage beneficence in
aworld full of ingrates? Throughout, he emphasizes the need for benefactors
to imitate the gods by giving even in the face of ingratitude.*?

This, along with his Stoic philosophical inclinations, is what determines
Seneca’s definition of a benefit. A benefit is “a well-intentioned action that
confers joy and in so doing derives joy, inclined towards and willingly pre-
pared for doing what it does.”*® By his definition, a benefit has to be inten-
tional. Seneca tells the story of an assassin who accidently stabbed a king in a
tumor and cured him of cancer, something none of the king’s doctors could
achieve. This is not a benefit, though it did the king good. A benefit has to
be well intentioned. Again, an accidental benefit, or a benefit given when the
intention is evil, is not a benefit. Seneca emphasizes too that there is a mutu-
ality in the pleasure or joy of the exchange. The recipient receives pleasure in
taking, but the giver also has pleasure in giving. That is all straightforward,
but Seneca controversially adds that a benefit is not the thing that is given
but rather the attitude and intention in which it is given. In the transac-

tion of benefit and return, the “business is carried out within one’s mind.”**
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Benefit exchange is not the action itself but the thing that is expressed by
the action.*® Seneca uses a sign/thing distinction to explain the relation-
ship between the object or physical benefit and the actual benefit that is
bestowed.* At other times he admits that the word “benefit” can refer to the
object or action, or to the immaterial benefit in the strict sense.

Seneca has several reasons for this “spiritualization” of the benefit. One
is the “relativity” of benefits. A more valuable object is not necessarily a more
beneficial benefit. Someone who gives of his surplus is giving something
less relatively valuable than the person who gives out of the little that he has
(widow’s mite). A farm is worth more than a loaf of bread, but to a staving
man a loaf of bread is the greater benefit. If the benefit is the thing itself,
Seneca thinks, it is difficult to make sense of this relativity. The most abso-
lutely valuable thing would be the best benefit. He also acknowledges the
“vulnerability” of benefits. He illustrates with the example of a man who is
delivered from pirates (a common illustration in Seneca) by a benefactor, but
then captured by someone else. Seneca insists that the benefit of the deliver-
ance remains even though the enjoyment of the benefit has been lost. The
rescued man still owes a debt of gratitude to his rescuer.*” All benefits are
vulnerable, but the obligation remains even if the physical benefit is removed.
Most important, Seneca defines the benefit exchange as a thing of the mind
in order to promote the free circulation of benefits. He does not want any-
thing to interrupt that process. If the benefit is an object, and if a return ben-
efit is owed, then those with few resources will be discouraged about return
benefits. They may refuse benefits because they know they cannot repay. But
if the benefit is a mental thing, it is as easy to return as thanks is.

Much of the treatise is about proper giving of benefits. Seneca advises
benefactors not to give grudgingly or harshly or demandingly. He encour-
ages the right tone of voice and the right facial expressions that are to be
exhibited when giving a benefit. If someone gives with a tone of contempt,
the benefit is not likely to be received well. He condemns benefactors who
intend to use the benefit to control their beneficiary. Throughout his discus-
sion of giving, the problem of ingratitude looms large. Seneca warns bene-
factors not to give in a way that inhibits rather than enhances gratitude.

He also addresses proper reception of gifts more directly and in great
detail. The recipient should accept “with a cheerful acknowledgment of his
pleasure,” and this should “be made apparent to the giver so that he gets
an immediate satisfaction.” He adds that “seeing a friend happy is a good
reason to be happy oneself, but making a friend happy is an ever better rea-
son. We should make evident our gratitude by unrestrained expressions of
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emotions and we should express these feelings everywhere, not just in the
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presence of the donor.” If one receives a benefit, then “receiving a benefit
with gratitude is the first installment of its repayment.”® Gratitude should
be public, expressed not simply to the benefactor but to everyone. It is not
the benefactor’s role to publicize his generosity, but it is the recipient’s role to
do so: “The giver should only generate publicity about his gift to the extent
that doing so will give pleasure to the recipient, but the recipient should hold
a public meeting. . . . Some people express their gratitude secretly, off in a
corner just whispering in the donor’s ear. That is not diffidence; it is a way
of denying the gift. Someone who eliminates witnesses before expressing
thanks is actually ungrateful.”*® The praise offered should not be stingy and
subdued, but effusive. Some receive benefits with disdain, suggesting that
they have an “I don’t need this” attitude. Others accept favors with passivity,
and another “mumbles his thanks, barely moving his lips.” None of these is a
proper expression of thanks. Rather, “one must express one’s gratitude with
an intensity that corresponds to the significance of the gifts.” Seneca offers
some suggested responses: “You have put more people in your debt than
you are aware” and “you don’t know all that you have done for me” and “I
will never be able to repay the favor.”®® The praise should not minimize the
benefit given, but on the contrary maximize. Exaggerate the importance and
value of the benefit, Seneca says, rather than the opposite. Among the public
obligations of gratitude is the act of paying respect to the benefactor. One
ought not be reluctant about showing up “to pay their public respects to
those to whom they owe their life or their rank in society.”! A recipient of a
gift should always be dissatisfied with his expressions of thanks. No amount
of eftusive thanks is sufficient: “not being able to hope to match the benefit
one has received, this is the mark of a truly grateful mind.” One responds
gratefully when one begins immediately to think about how to repay the
debt. There may be a delay between reception and actual repayment, but
there should be no temporal gap between reception and the eager search for
a way to repay.®?

Ingratitude has several sources.?® It arises from pride, the belief that we
deserve more than we have received. Greed fosters ingratitude, too. Seneca
defines greed in temporal terms as a future orientation that is never satisfied
with what has been offered and given in the past. Ambition is a species of
greed. People who are intent on the future, he says, “have fragile memories,”
and memory is tightly bound to gratitude. Another source of ingratitude is
envy, the habit of comparing the benefits we enjoy to the benefits that others
have received. Perhaps the most important source of ingratitude, though, is
simple forgetfulness. “Memory makes a person grateful,”®* but the ungrate-
ful person is one who has forgotten benefits received and the obligations that
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these benefits impose. The forgetful are never grateful.®® The forgetfulness
of benefits is not accidental; it is a culpable moral failure. The person who
forgets a benefit has clearly failed to turn the favor over and over in his mind.
Other desires for other goods have moved in and crowded out the memory
of the benefit that has been received.®® Seneca above all wants to empha-
size that ingratitude is inexcusable. Returning a benefit is so casy, since the
exchange takes place in the mind. To be sure, once thanks is given, and the
obligations for the benefit is restored, one still has to return a thing. But
that is technically separate, and reception with a kindly attitude is sufficient
to pay the debt that the benefit imposes.®” In all this, Seneca turns Aristotle
upside down and gives him a good shake: the benefactor is to forget what
he has given; the recipient is to nurse the memory of the favor, and return
thanks loudly and often.

A cynic might read De beneficiis as ideology in the strictest Marxist sense,
a treatise providing ethical cover for a patronage system that serves the inter-
ests of Seneca’s own class. Seneca, though, has something else in view. He
does not seek simply to understand the world. He aims to change it. His dis-
cussion in later books moves through a typically Stoic series of paradoxes. He
addresses the paradox stated in Plutarch’s De communibus notitiis adversus
Stoicos, “On Common Conceptions,” to the effect that ingratitude is impos-
sible. Plutarch juxtaposes two statements of the Stoic philosophy Chrysippus:
On the one hand, he says “nothing is useful to the base,” while on the other
hand “usefulness and gratitude extend to the indifferent things.” If the first
is true, then base men cannot be ungrateful because they have not received
any benefit from a service done to them. It follows from this that ingratitude
is simply impossible: good men are never ungrateful, but base men cannot
be ungrateful. All this is against common sense, Plutarch says. In fact, the
base receive many benefits, and insofar as they do not show gratitude they
prove themselves ungrateful. The Stoic position must therefore be wrong.*®

Seneca answers that “a bad person can receive certain things that resem-
ble benefits (beneficiis similin), and if he does not return them he will be
ungrateful.” He cannot, to be sure, enjoy the goods of the mind, but bad
people receive many bodily benefits and benefits of fortune, and “if he does
not return them he is ungrateful.”® To the rejoinder that someone who
does not return a pseudo-benefit is guilty, at most, of pseudo-ingratitude,
Seneca answers by returning to his fundamental subjective view of benefits
and gratitude: if the base man &elieves he has received a benefit and does not
respond as he should, he is ungrateful.®® Throughout, Seneca subordinates
theoretical concerns to the practical aim of keeping the wheel of benefits and
gratitude spinning smoothly. His aim in raising the paradox is not to halt
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the proceedings but to purify giving, receiving, and grateful response. He
eliminates theoretical dodges that might justity ingratitude, just as he attacks
the practical dodges.

Seneca’s purified patronage has a Stoic flavor. Gifts ought to be given
for their own sake, even to the ungrateful, because virtue—in this case, the
virtue of generosity—is its own reward. Givers ought to imitate the gener-
ous gods, and the generosity of nature that gives without distinguishing
worthy and unworthy recipients. Similarly, gratitude ought to be expressed
for its own sake. Gratitude arising from fear is servile; gratitude that seeks
only future benefits is only flattery, not virtuous gratitude. If ingratitude is
not renounced and avoided for its own sake, then fellowship will be removed
from human society, and that is to destroy life itself: “Remove fellowship and
you will destroy the unity of mankind on which our life depends.”®!

Seneca’s Stoic “egalitarianism” is evident throughout the treatise. He
probes the question of whether children can provide benefits to their par-
ents, or servants to their masters. A long tradition had made the parent-child
relation the paradigm of unrequitable benefits. Because parents give life to
the child, and because life is the prerequisite for everything else the child
might do, a child can never repay his parents adequately.®> To be sure, “I
could not have achieved anything unless benefits had been granted previ-
ously by my parents.” Yet the fact that the parents give benefits first does
not make later achievements less valuable than the benefits they gave. Seneca
claims that he himself, not his father, is responsible for the good he made
of his upbringing and education. After all, “there are some things whose
beginnings depend on others but which nevertheless become greater than
their beginnings.”®® A son can, for instance, enhance his father’s reputation
by his achievements. To his father, he says, “you gave me to myself as an
unschooled and inexperienced person, and I have given you a son whom you
can be proud of having fathered.”®*

He follows a similar line of argument in discussing a servant’s capacity
to benefit a master. A slave’s normal work cannot be considered a benefit. It
is merely service. But what of a slave who “has refused to betray his master’s
secrets” and “has done all he could to avert the suspicions of his interroga-
tor”? How can anyone deny that a loyal slave such as this has benefited his
master?®® Again, Seneca’s mental/intellectual conception of the benefit does
some of his work for him: “What matters is not the legal status of the person
who provides something, but his state of mind. Virtue shuts the door on
no one.”®® Besides, social status is not of the essence of a man. Aristotle was
wrong again: There are no natural slaves. There are only human beings, to
which fortune has assigned different ranks according to the life of the body.
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Whatever the state of his body, the mind of the slave remains free.®” For Sen-
eca, this is no theoretical point. He provides extended examples of benefits
given by slaves to masters: “[O]ne slave gave his master life; another gave
him death. One saved his master from perishing, and if that is not enough,
saved him by perishing. One helped his master to die; another tricked him
out of dying.”*®

If a slave can benefit a master, can a slave then put his master in his
debt? And if a slave can benefit a master, what of a citizen with his emperor?
Seneca certainly does think of the empire as a gigantic benefit-and-gratitude
system: “He who takes care of everything and who protects . . . and who
nourishes every part of the city as though it were himself . . . will be beloved,
defended, and respected by the entire citizenry.” An emperor who provides
such benefits is “protected by his service” and is so fearless of opposition
that his weapons have become mere ornaments.* Is a citizen’s loyalty to the
emperor a benefit?

Seneca’s thesis opens this possibility, which would be a politically potent
stance: a humble citizen might put the emperor into his debt. But Seneca
shrank from the political import of his own argument. His political world
presumes that the emperor is “always already there.” He is always the first
benefactor, and whatever loyalty citizens show is gratitude for a prior gift.”°
What if an emperor is not there? In his treason trial, C. Silius attempted to
claim such a superior position to the emperor Tiberius. Designating his loy-
alty to Tiberius as a beneficium, he implicitly claimed that Tiberius was obli-
gated to him, and in fact that Tiberius owed his throne to the loyal service
that Silius had rendered. In response, Tiberius pointed to the fact that Silius
had begun his career under Augustus, and thus owed gratitude to Tiberius’
predecessor and through him to Tiberius. Silius had forgotten the benefi-
cium he had received, had forgotten that his loyal service to Tiberius was a
grateful response to Augustus’ favors; he was guilty of the highest ingrati-
tude. Silius committed suicide. The trial decided the theoretical question.
Tiberius and Roman law agreed with Seneca: The emperor is always already
there; he stands outside the exchange system. He imposes debts. Debts can
never be imposed on him.”* Gratia be to Caesar for all his many beneficia.

Conclusion

Seneca was a sensitive man, virtuous in a uniquely Roman and Stoic way. Yet
in his “egalitarian” treatment of benefits and gratitude, mutuality of benefit
finally hardens into rigid hierarchy, and he leaves open the possibility of a
totalitarian state, to which all citizens owe unquestioned gratitude. Even at
their most humane, the Greco-Roman circles of reciprocity have constricted
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diameters. Even at its most humane, Greco-Roman gratitude cannot provide
the basis for a true body politic, a polity of mutual dependence, of multidi-
rectional gift and return that run in every direction. Seneca sees such a body
politic through a glass darkly, but it is better realized in the letters of his
contemporary, the apostle Paul.”
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THREE

Ingrates and the Infinite Circle

Christians exasperated Romans. They were sacrilegious atheists who defied
the Roman gods. Bringing a new religion into the empire was well and good,
for tolerant religious diversity was the genius of the empire. But proclaiming
a god so large and jealous that he displaced all others was intolerable. Sym-
machus pled for “peace for the gods of our fathers, for the gods of our native
land.”* That the god was new added to the insult. Jews at least worshiped
a God with an ancient pedigree, but this Christos, or Chrestos, or Jesus had
only just turned up, and now his devotees appeared to be everywhere.

Christianity’s religious distinctiveness supported a unique pattern of
social life. They renounced all of the sacred customs and institutions of
Rome. Everything that the Romans held sacred, they treated with contempt.
Some pagans admired the piety of Christians, their peacefulness and char-
ity. But others denounced them as antisocial. They were more loyal to the
“brothers” of their sect than to their families, something that family-values
Romans could look on only with horror. Wives disobeyed their husbands,
husbands abandoned wives, daughters like Perpetua clung to Christ in the
face of desperate parental appeals.? Christians had to be eliminated, Tacitus
said, because they were “haters of mankind,” and they were tearing up the
solid foundations of Roman society.?

At every point, Christians proved themselves to be deeply ungrateful
people. Roman worship was part of an ongoing circle of charis and gratia, a
discharge of a debt incurred by reception of the favor and favors of the gods.
Aristotle expressed an ancient (and modern) commonplace when he observed
that children incurred an unpayable debt to their parents for the sheer gift
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of life,* and Romans agreed with the Socrates of Plato’s Crito and of Xeno-
phon’s Memorabilin, who emphasized that citizens owed grateful obedience
in exchange for the state’s gifts of life, education, and safety. Christianity
first appeared in the aftermath of the great Augustan age of grace, when
Romans had brought peace and safety to the world. Christians could not
have cared less, and instead seemed to be seeking another age of grace gov-
erned by another lord and benefactor, the criminal Jesus. Christians were
willing to break all these bonds of gift and gratitude, ready even to break the
bonds of patronage and benefaction, even while enjoying their fruits. When
Diocletian learned that one of his favorites, Sebastian, was a Christian, the
emperor shrieked, “Ingrate, I have given thee the first rank in my palace, and
thou hast striven against me and my gods!” Then he sent the unfortunate
Sebastian to be tied to a stake and shot full of arrows.® Diocletian’s charge
was more explicit than most, but the perception that the church was a com-
munity of ingrates was common among Romans.

On the face of it, it is an odd charge to level against a faith that places
almost supreme value on thankfulness. According to the apostle Paul,
thanksgiving was to be continuous among Christians. Paul exhorts his read-
ers to “be thankful,”® and to “give thanks in all circumstances.”” Thankful-
ness (eucharistin) is a marker of piety in contrast to impurity, greed, filthy
talk, unholiness, and even idolatry.® For Paul, ingratitude is idolatry because
it does not acknowledge God as the giver of gifts. Ingratitude is the origi-
nal sin of Adam and Eve, who knew God but did not acknowledge him as
God or give thanks.? To live in thankfulness is to live a “God-centered” life,
which was, of course, Paul’s aspiration for all.!® Wealthy Christians from the
first century on continued to engage in civic and social benefactions.!! Paul
expected Christians not to withdraw from civic life but to engage in euerget-
ism in their towns and provinces, telling them they were right to expect civic
gratitude in return.'?

This high valorization of gratitude and condemnation of ingratitude
remained a constant of Christian thought throughout the early centuries. In
the fifth century, Salvian the Presbyter described Christian thanksgiving in
terms that any Roman would have recognized: “We strive to compensate our
Lord God in worship, honor and reverence for the benefits we have received
from him.” Because “we receive good things from him we return Him good
things.” For Salvian, the true reciprocal gift for divine favor was not the sac-
rifice of an animal but good works, joy, penitence, heart-felt thanksgiving.'?
Such “spiritualization” of sacrificial reciprocity had been common among the
Roman elites for centuries, and it could hardly arouse the ire of an emperor.
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Were then Roman perceptions and suspicions entirely groundless? I
think not. The history of Western gratitude, like the history of Western
intellectual life generally, originates in the clash and cooperation of two
regimes of gift and gratitude—the Greco-Roman (especially Roman) and
the Christian. Romans sniffed something new in Christian giving and grati-
tude, and to them it was putrid. The differences between Greco-Roman
reciprocity and Christian giving must, however, be carefully worked out.
Despite some statements of Jesus in the gospels, early Christian giving did
not, as many moderns have suggested, flatten the circle of reciprocity into
a straight line of selfless, agapic altruism. Moses, Jesus, and Paul all speak
as much of circles of gift and gratitude as Homer and Aristotle, Cicero
and Seneca. What Christianity did was to expand the circle of reciprocity
and extend the field of gratitude until it covered everything and every cir-
cumstance. In the process of this expansion, they burst the smaller circles
of Roman gift and gratitude and seemed to leave nothing in their place.
Judged by the standards of the ancient world, Christianity introduced the
possibility of holy ingratitude, and thus sowed seeds of a new form of social
life in Greco-Roman soil.

Gifts and Thanks in Ancient Israel

Christianity grew from a Jewish root, and the later Christian pattern of gift
and gratitude was evident already in the Scriptures of the Jews.™* Generosity
was incumbent on all Israelites. Israelites were specifically directed toward
the poor, and especially the poor within Israel. “You shall not harden your
heart, nor close your hand from your poor brother; but you shall freely open
your hand to him, and shall generously lend him suftficient for his need. . . .
I command you, saying, ‘You shall freely open your hand to your brother,””
Moses instructed the people on the plains of Moab."* Every third year, a
tenth of the land’s production was devoted to those without means of sup-
port—Levites without inherited land, aliens, orphans, and widows.'® Loans
were to be cancelled every seven years and at the Jubilee. After seven years,
loans matured into gifts.!” Charity to the poor was woven into the agricul-
tural practices of ancient Israelite farmers. They were forbidden to harvest to
the corners of their fields and prohibited from going back to retrieve dropped
sheaves. Those “gleanings” were instead to be left to the poor.'* Though
much of the economic instruction of the Torah reflects general ancient Near
Eastern custom, Israel’s system was uniquely oriented to providing for the
needs of the marginal."’
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As in ancient Greece, hospitality is a duty. Like Baucis and Philemon,
Abraham and Sarah display righteousness by welcoming the strangers who
turn out to be Yahweh and his angel,>® and Lot exhibits an Abraham-like
generosity to angelic strangers as well.?! The Abrahamic pattern is written
into the law. Israel is never to forget her experience as strangers in Egypt,
and remembering that experience they are to sympathize with the strangers
in their midst and treat them kindly.?? The land of milk and honey is to be a
land of hospitality, where strangers are welcome to feast on Israel’s bounty,
which is Yahweh’s own bounty. Though the duty of hospitality is common to
the Old Testament and Greco-Roman ethics, the context of the former gives
it a distinctive coloring. In ancient and classical Greek civilization, hospital-
ity was a means for establishing xenia relationships for political purposes.
That motivation is muted if not absent in the Old Testament, and compas-
sion comes to the fore.

Outside the Torah, too, generosity was a mark of the righteous man. One
might say the same about Aristotle’s virtuous, magnanimous man, whose life
is marked by a virtuous use of wealth. But again the Israelite emphasis is dis-
tinctively on the righteous man’s generosity to the poor. To qualify to enter
Yahweh’s presence, a man must work righteousness, which means, among
other things, putting out loans without interest.?* The righteous not only
will have their needs supplied, but also will have enough to share: “All day
long he is gracious and lends.”?* The wisdom literature promises a return on
gifts: good comes to the man who lends graciously.?® The sage of the Prov-
erbs displays his wisdom in openhanded loans and gifts: “The generous man
will be prosperous, and he who waters will himself be watered.”?¢ Generosity
crosses the boundary between gift and commerce; it is the motivation for the
one who sells on the market, for the righteous man sells rather than hoards
his grain.?” The theme is reiterated again and again: “He who gives to the
poor will lack nothing.”?® “Blessed is he who is kind to the needy.”?’

In the Old Testament, “thanks” is often expressed with the word “bless”
(Heb. barak).° If the generous man is “blessed,” it suggests that he receives
thanks in payment for his generosity. The passive form in these Proverbs,
however, is a divine passive: Yahweh promises blessing to the openhanded,
and so Yahweh is the one who “thanks.” We return here to something like
the ancient Greek notion of the “gratitude of the gods,”?! but with a distinc-
tively Israelite twist. The sovereign, single God of Israel repays with blessing
those who are generous to the needy. This point above divine repayment,
implicit in the terminology of “blessing,” is explicit in many passages. When
Israclites live by the generosity required by the Torah, they will enjoy the
favor of Yahweh, which takes the form of material abundance. Israel gives
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tithes to the poor so that “Yahweh your God may bless you in all the work
of your hand which you do.”® The Proverbs reiterate the same theme: “He
who is gracious to a poor man lends to Yahweh, and He will repay him for
his benefits.”* Israel’s gifts operate within a circle of reciprocity, but, at least
when gifts are given to the needy, this circle is not merely two-sided, not
an exchange simply between a human giver and a human recipient. A third
party is involved in every transaction, the generous God who guarantees
that the circle of reciprocity will be closed by promising to reward those who
share and practice his generosity. The promise of divine reward underwrites
Israel’s economy of generosity to those who cannot pay.

The emphasis on charity to the poor and the inclusion of God in the
circle of reciprocity are unprecedented in ancient treatments of giving and
gratitude.®* Given the habits of ancient gift giving, the wealthy would be
reluctant to give to those who are not likely to be able to repay in some fash-
ion. Cicero and Seneca summarize ancient wisdom when he warns benefac-
tors not to spread their wealth carelessly to the undeserving, defined as those
who would be unable or unwilling to repay. Give to the just, because if the
recipient does not repay in some form, no third party covers the debts. It is
not all clear that Seneca would believe that someone should cover the obliga-
tions of gratitude. By contrast, the Torah relieves the wealthy Israelite of this
anxiety, and thus dismantles the potential of stingy bookkeeping overwhelm-
ing generosity. Yahweh covers the debts of the poor by promising to reward
the generous from his own infinite store of resources.

In archaic Greece, we identified two circles of reciprocity: mortals and
immortals were bound in cycles of charis and return charis, and humans,
especially aristocrats, were bound to one another by similar patterns of
giving and gratitude. Greek civic life complicated the situation by adding
other circles: the city itself was euergetes to its citizens, and within the city
“private” friendships were sustained by mutual rounds of service. Roman
patronage and benefaction operated in similar fashion, and, as in ancient
Greece, these social circles of giving and response were “secular,” parallel
to the circle of divine-human exchange but separate. In the Old Testament,
the divine-human circle is integrated with the social circle, at least when
gifts are given to the poor. In place of the multiple circles of Greco-Roman
religious and social reciprocity, the Old Testament imagines a single socio-
religious circle initiated and completed by the generous gifts of the Cre-
ator. Thus, crucially, while the Hebrew Bible regularly exhorts the people
of Israel to give gifts and to be generous, it includes no instructions about
how the recipient should repay his benefactor. Normal social benefactions
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and gratitude do not come within the horizon of Torah or prophecy. There
is no Mosaic or Isaianic De officiis or De beneficiis.

This is all the more remarkable because it is clear from many passages
that ancient Israelites followed much the same practices of giving, reception,
and return that Seneca enjoins on the Romans. As in the Greco-Roman
system, gratitude is expected, and it is expected to take not only the form of
verbal thanks (“bless”) but also the form of material return. The characters
in the biblical narratives know all about the obligation to give and repay.3®

After Abram has defeated the four kings and rescued Lot, the king of
Sodom offers to let Abram keep the plunder that he had recovered dur-
ing the battle. Abram refuses in a display of magnanimity, citing an oath
that he would not “take a thread or a sandal or anything that is yours, lest
you should say, ‘I have made Abram rich.’”*¢ He is willing to be a giver of
services, but refuses to receive in such a way that puts the king of Sodom
in a superior position. Abram does not want to be bound, beholden to, or
dependent on the king of Sodom. Abram’s motives are unclear at this point
in the narrative, but the sequel gives us a hint. He knows the character of the
people of Sodom, that they are more apt to humiliate and rape visitors than
they are to welcome them hospitably. Yet Abram receives from Melchizedek,
the king of Salem, gifts of bread and wine, and returns a tithe to the priest-
king.?” Abram knows the dynamics of gift, debt, obligation, and return, and
also about the care that needs to be taken in distinguishing those to whom
he wishes to be bound from those he wants to keep at a distance. Cicero and
Seneca would be proud, and perhaps even Aristotle would allow himself a
slight approving nod.

Israel’s patriarchs also know about gifts given to make peace. When he
returns from his sojourn in Haran, Jacob sends ahead hundreds of animals
in several waves to his estranged brother Esau with four hundred armed
men.*® He is transparent about his intentions: when Esau asks what all
the falderal is about, he answers that he wants to “find favor in the sight
of my lord.”® Jacob knows that gifts have the power to pacify a murder-
ous brother; long before Solomon, he knows that “a gift in secret subdues
anger.”*? Jacob’s “my lord” is revealing. Jacob recognizes that gifts can
be a form of tribute to a superior to win grateful favor. The chapter ends
with a gift negotiation, as Jacob convinces Esau to receive the gift “if I
have now found favor in your sight.”*! If the gift is a bid for favor from a
hostile other, Esau’s reception of the gift provides assurance that his favor
has been granted. Once the gift has been given and received, the two are
bound. Esau displays his “gratitude” by putting aside earlier hostilities and
welcoming Jacob back into the land.



ingrates and the infinite circle — 63

Old Testament benefactors are indignant when their favors are met with
ingratitude. David later operates by similar principles in his dealings with the
fool Nabal.*> While on the run from Saul, David and his men mingle with
the shepherds who care for Nabal’s flocks. His men do not interfere with or
harass the shepherds. On the contrary, they provide protection. David natu-
rally expects Nabal to be grateful for his service, and to express that grati-
tude concretely by supplying provisions for his men. When Nabal dismisses
David, David’s anger at the ingratitude is so intense that he marches toward
Nabal’s house with the intention of carrying out a war of utter destruction
against him. He is arrested only by a gift from Nabal’s beautiful, shrewd
wife, Abigail. She brings a “blessing” (berekah) that pacifies David’s rage.
The conclusion to the story illustrates the flip side of Yahweh’s promise to
reward the generous. When David decides not to carry out “negative reci-
procity” against Nabal, Yahweh steps in to repay Nabal for his ingratitude.
Nabal’s heart stops as he is relieving his bladder after a night of drinking.*
This suggests that for the Hebrew imagination, the circulations of gifts and
gratefulnesses are never simply intrahuman. God is always involved, not only
in exchanges between rich and poor but also in those among the wealthy.
Yahweh takes the side of the recipient of gifts to reward the generous; Yah-
weh also takes the side of the insulted to pay back the ingrate.

Greek writers as far back as Pindar emphasized the connection between
gratitude and memory, and this is also evident in the biblical materials, and
in some cases the expected memory for favors received is extremely long.
When the Moabites and Ammonites attack Judah in the days of Jehoshaphat,
the king delivers a prayer in which he reminds Yahweh of Israel’s history with
Moab and Ammon: “Now behold the sons of Ammon and Moab and Mount
Seir [Edomites, descendants of Esau], whom Thou didst not let Israel invade
when they came out of the land of Egypt (they turned aside from them and
did not destroy them).”** Israel refused to attack Moab and Ammon at the
time of the exodus in spite of the latter’s provocation. Moab and Ammon
“did not meet you with food and water on the way when they came out of
Egypt” and went so far as to “hire against you Balaam the son of Beor from
Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you.”*® Despite these provocations, Israel
obeyed Yahweh and restrained from attacking. Now, hundreds of years after
the exodus, Jehoshaphat reminds Yahweh of these circumstances, and then
asks Yahweh to notice “how they are rewarding us, by coming to drive us out
of the Thy possession which Thou hast given us as an inheritance.”*® Moab
and Ammon should be grateful that Israel did not attack, grateful not only
at the time of the nonattack but also forever after.
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Many more passages might be cited, but despite the clear evidence that
Israel operated according to widely accepted ancient customs of gift and
gratitude, the Bible nowhere instructs or commands Israelites to keep these
customs. The didactic portions of the Old Testament lay on Israelites the
obligation to give, and there is perhaps an implied obligation to receive, but
there is no explicit hint of an obligation to repay. In practice, Israelites repaid
generosity by giving in return, and Israelites like David became enraged at
violations of the system. But when explicit instructions are given, Israelites
are always instructed to look past the human recipient to seek return pay-
ment from God, given in his own time and manner.

Given the Hebrew Bible’s merging of liturgical and social circles into
a single infinite circle, it is not surprising that most of the instances of the
language of gratitude in the Old Testament are in liturgical contexts.*’
Thanksgiving is offered primarily and above all to Yahweh, and is oftfered for
Yahweh’s benefits toward Israel as a people. Thanksgiving is a communal act
of covenant remembrance. It is as forward-looking as it is backward-looking.
The Psalms recount God’s benefits to Israel, and express hope that in the
future he will continue his faithful care of his people.*® Since Yahweh is seen
as the ultimate Giver of all good, a failure to give thanks to him is idolatry,
forgetfulness of the true God. Though the terminology of “ingratitude” is
not often used, the narratives of Israel often describe their complaints and
grumbling in the face of Yahweh’s gifts.*’

Gratitude thus typically takes form not only in verbal acts of thanks
but also in ritual actions, that is, sacrifices (todah, thanksgiving). Hezekiah
rededicates the priests so they can draw near to Yahweh to offer sacrifices and
thanksgivings in the house of Yahweh, and Josiah repairs the altar to offer
peace and thank offerings.?® At the dedication of the wall, Nehemiah has the
Levites offer thanksgivings with music.®’ Music accompanies the thanksgiv-
ing animal offerings. Jonah’s promise to sacrifice with the voice of thanks
combines thanksgiving and sacrifice.®> The phrase “sacrifice of thanksgiv-
ing” is used in the Septuagint to translate zodah in several passages.>> When
the Psalms talk about thanksgiving, the temple context often indicates that
sacrifices of thanks are being offered.> This is clear too where vows and
thanksgivings are spoken of together, since these are the two types of peace
offerings.®® In a number of Psalms, song is mentioned in connection with
“thanksgiving,” but is probably a description of two distinct liturgical acts,
the offering of a thanksgiving peace offering and the joyful noise of song.*¢

The “thanksgiving offering” differs from other Old Testament sacrifices
in a number of details.”” This was the only animal offering that required
bread in various forms: unleavened cakes mingled with oil, unleavened
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wafers anointed with oil, fried cakes of fine flour mingled with oil, as well
as leavened bread. All this bread is said to be an offering to God (gorban),
and a loaf of each form is given to the priest as contributions or “heave ofter-
ings” (terumah).®® But most of the bread would be eaten by the worshiper
and those who share the thanksgiving feast. An oftfering of thanksgiving
was a feast, particularly a feast of bread. An Israelite who offers thanks pre-
pares a “great bread” for those who celebrate with him. Thanksgiving is
expressed by distribution of food. Ritually expressed, gratitude is not a circle
but reception joined to dissemination.” Yet this dissemination is enclosed
by the infinite circle, since a portion of the offering is returned to the God
who is the “Patron” of the worshiper. At the temple, Israelite gratitude is
social and liturgical at the same time, encompassing not only the benefactor
and beneficiary but also the divine Benefactor, who is the ultimate giver of
all good things.

Jews Bearing Gifts

Between the Old Testament and the appearance of Jesus, the ideology of
gift and gratitude began to lean in the direction of Greco-Roman patterns
of giving.%® Examining the shifting patterns and descriptions of gift and
gratitude highlights the ways that Hellenistic and Roman thought and social
custom affected Jews of the intertestamental era and the first century. Here
gift and gratitude provide a “stethoscope” to listen to the heartbeat of a
culture in transition.®!

A change is evident in the Apocrypha. Ben Sirach advises, “If you do
good, know for whom you are doing it, and your kindness will have its eftect.
Do good to the just and reward will be yours, if not from him, from the
Lord.” On the other hand, “there is no bestowal of favor for one who supports
an evil man.”®? Like the Torah and Proverbs, Sirach includes the Lord in the
transaction. The reward might come from God rather than the recipient of
the kindness.®® But Sirach departs in significant ways from the Old Testament
perspective. Unlike Moses or Solomon, Sirach urges the donor to be careful
about the character of the recipient of his gift. He should give only “to the
just,” which implies that some inspection of the beneficiary is required before
a gift is given. The beneficiary must qualify himself. Also unlike Moses or
Solomon, Sirach exhibits some hope that repayment might come from the
recipient. Also unlike Moses and Solomon, Sirach believes that part of the
reason to select a just man as the recipient of largesse is that the just man is
more likely than the wicked man to feel the pressure to repay the gift. A just
man will be grateful and show his gratitude in returning goods or services
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in exchange for generosity. In all of these respects, Sirach inches away from
Moses toward Seneca.

Josephus and Philo both adapt the language of Greco-Roman reciproc-
ity in their explication of the faith of Israel. Josephus reimagines the cove-
nantal relation between Yahweh and Israel on the model of the patron-client
relation, preferring that terminology to the biblical terminology, and “much
of Josephus’s narrative . . . is profoundly concerned with the reciprocal rela-
tions between the Roman state and Jewish grandees.”®* All the clements of
the biblical portrait are there, but they are colored by a Hellenistic overlay.
Gratitude, which Josephus says is “in its own nature a just thing,”®® thus
comes into prominence in a way that it does not in Old Testament narra-
tives. The law as a whole is a benefit to Israel, and Israel is to respond with
gratitude, expressed in obedience. Josephus explains the prohibition of usury
by pointing, as the Old Testament does, to the expectation that God will
reward the generous, and he expresses this in terms of gratitude: “When
thou hast been assistant to his necessities, think it thy gain if thou obtainest
their gratitude to thee; and withal that reward which will come to thee from
God, for thy humanity towards him.”%¢ Charity more generally is distributed
in order to secure the gratitude of the recipient.®” In his parting speech to
Israel, Moses is made to speak of his role as a subaltern, a broker of Israel’s
relationship with God, a “minister in those matters wherein he was willing
to do you good” (emergetein).® Because of this, the pious gratitude of Israel
becomes a basis for the continuing relationship with God. When Abraham
shows his willingness to offer Isaac, Yahweh determines that Abraham is
a suitable partner, a client who responds rightly to the favors of his divine
patron.®® Solomon’s prayer of dedication for the temple acknowledges that
God needs nothing and is therefore beyond all recompense or repayment. It
is therefore impossible for any human “to return sufficient thanks to God for
his benefits.” Yet man’s superiority to the beasts is evident in his ability “to
return thee thanks for what thou has bestowed upon our house, and upon
the Hebrew people.””® Throughout his writings, he imagined the God of
Israel as a divine emperor, whose benefactions to Israel elicited the response
of gratitude. Gratitude, in turn, ensured that God would remain favorable
to his people.”!

Josephus knew patronage firsthand. Prior to the Jewish war, he patron-
ized the cities of Galilee, and after Jerusalem was destroyed, he became a
client of the Flavian emperors, receiving citizenship and other benefits
from Titus and Vespasian.” And he read both ancient and recent history in
terms of those relations. “In story after story,” Seth Schwartz notes, “Jose-
phus emphasizes the social and political importance of the big man and his

entourage.””?
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Philo, the first-century Jewish writer from Alexandria, likewise reads
Israel’s history with categories of patronage and benefaction. Philo empha-
sizes the infinite generosity of God, regularly describing the “maker of the
universe” and “the Benefactor and King of kings.””* So dependent are human
beings on the gifts of the Creator that the only appropriate stance is a life of
constant thanksgiving.” If God is the divine Patron and Benefactor, human
beings are clients, recipients of his favor obliged to return to him both verbal
and material thanks. Philo often speaks of divine-human exchanges in terms
that explicitly evoke the system of patronage in the culture that surrounded
him. He interprets the agedah (the binding of Isaac) in such terms. Yahweh
had given Abraham everything, and so Abraham repays by offering his son.
The Lord returns the gift in turn by giving him back his son and then
compounds the generosity by promising further gifts to his faithful servant:
“God, admiring this man for his faith (motig) in him, giving him a pledge
(moTig) in return, namely, a confirmation by an oath of the gifts which he
had promised him.””¢

Though Seneca and Cicero insist that benefits have to be repaid grate-
fully, they both also distinguish between the exchanges of social life and the
transactions of the market. It defiles the social relation to adopt the mind
of an accountant in giving and receiving gifts. Philo acknowledges a similar
distinction, and satirizes the tendency to treat favors as sales.”” Philo immedi-
ately adds that God does not give in this manner. He is “not like a seller vend-
ing his wares at a high price, but he is inclined to make presents of everything,
pouring forth the inexhaustible fountains of his graces, and never desiring
any return.” This is so because God has “no need of anything,” and because
no creature is “competent to give him a suitable gift in return.””®

For all his emphasis on divine generosity, Philo nowhere claims that
God will reward the charitable for his charity.” Instead, his comments on
gifts and responses to gift emphasize the horizontal social dimensions of
exchange. Gifts create goodwill and affection. Those who refuse or neglect
to repay a favor are perversely ungrateful. In his Legatio ad Gaium, Philo
mentions the slanders that the emperor Gaius formulated against Marco,
slanders that many credited as the truth. On the strength of these false accu-
sations, Marco was eventually put to death with his wife. All of this is, Philo
says, “the consequence of doing kindnesses to ungrateful people.” Such peo-
ple are not to be trusted with gifts, “for in return for the benefits which they
have received, they inflict the greatest of injuries on those from whom they
have received them.”®® In other places Philo injects the motives of Greco-
Roman reciprocity into biblical passages that are differently motivated. In
the Old Testament, interest-free charitable loans were supported by God’s
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promise to reward the generous. Philo makes no reference to this promise
and instead explains the prohibition of interest in terms of social reciprocity:
“let the debtors be thought worthy of a humanity enjoined by the law, not
paying back their loans and usurious interest upon them, but paying back
merely the original sum lent. For again, at a proper season, they will give the
same assistance to those who have aided them, requiting those who set the
example of kindness with equal services.”8!

In the Torah, the relationship between wealthy benefactor and poor
recipient is always a triangular one: Yahweh, as it were, secures both loan and
repayment. Philo de-triangulates. He “secularizes” gift and gratitude. Philo
undoes the single circle of Old Testament reciprocity and restores something
closer to the multicircular patterns of Greco-Roman social life.®? Along with
Josephus, Philo represents the merging of Hebrew with Greco-Roman val-
ues that is the setting for the ministry of Jesus of Nazareth.

The Father Who Sees in Secret

Jesus was an ingrate.

He attacked the tradition of the elders. He encouraged disciples to leave,
even to “hate,” parents in order to follow him, and he spoke darkly of com-
ing with a sword to divide family member from family member. He criticized
the reciprocities of Jewish social life, and attacked the reciprocal expectations
of Pharisaical picty. To the Jews of Jesus’ time, to the pagans of Jesus’ time,
his innovations could be construed only as the actions of a madman, a man
who had lost his mind in ingratitude.

His “ingratitude” is to some degree a matter of perception. He lived
a life of continuous gratitude to his Father. To the Jews of his time, that
no longer looked like gratitude. Jews had adopted Greco-Roman gift and
patronage and the philtimin that motivated it.%* By announcing the reign of
God, Jesus aimed to detach giving and gratitude from the honor system in
which it was embedded in Roman society and in Jewish life. He instructed
his disciples to give generously and to receive with thanks but without par-
ticipating in any honor competition. They are not to give in order to gain
leverage or impose debts. Jesus assaulted the gift practices of his contem-
poraries. Jesus mocked hypocrites for blowing a trumpet when they gave
alms.® For Jesus, a hypocrite is a Jew who gives to win honor from men. He
is a Jew who gives but forgets that his reward comes from the Father of Israel.
In a word, a hypocrite is a Jew who gives like a Gentile.

Jesus’ opposition to the honor-driven system of gift and gratitude is
radical. He does not, however, replace the circle of honor with a straight
line of selfless altruism. Admittedly, he sometimes speaks as if giving is pure
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linear dissemination. “When you give, do not let your left hand know what
your right hand is doing,”® and “Love your enemies, and do good, and lend,
expecting nothing in return.”®® Yet whenever Jesus talks like this, he imme-
diately adds that his disciples can hope for a reward from their Father. His
attack on Jewish giving and gratitude was simultancously a call to return to
the triangular form of giving and gratitude found in the law and prophets.?”
Give alms in secret, not even letting one half of your body know what the
other half is doing. But then he adds, “Your Father who sees in secret will
repay (apodidomi) you.”®® Love for enemies is grounded in the same prin-
ciple. Jesus’ disciples can give up desire for revenge or “negative reciprocity”
and love those who hate them because they know that “your reward will
be great, and you will be sons of the Most High, for He Himself is kind to
ungrateful and evil men.”® As in the Hebrew Bible, the Father of Jesus is
again included in the circle of reciprocity.”® The force of this is evident in
Jesus’ jarring (to us) habit of introducing commercial language into religious
talk. “Lay up treasures in heaven,” Jesus says, in a context where giving to
the poor is one way of building up one’s heavenly bank account.”

Jesus’ “eschatology,” his confidence about the future, plays a crucial role
in his teaching on gifts and gratitude. For Jesus, the rewards of generosity
are not to be sought from the recipients of favors, and they are not to be
sought necessarily within time. There is a judgment to come, and at the
judgment all the good deeds of the righteous will be rewarded, as all the
deeds of the wicked will be punished.”? Be openhanded, be generous, Jesus
can say: because the Father rewards at the last day. Within time, such gifts
look like pure lines of altruistic self-sacrifice, but there is a time beyond time
when all is repaid and restored.”® For Jesus, gencrosity is at its root an act of

9«

faith; one gives not because one sees where the return is coming from but
because one trusts one’s Father to see in secret and to reward, perhaps in the
unseeable and unforeseeable future.

Jesus’ treatment of the duty of hospitality manifests the same pattern.
Greeks and Romans knew the duty of hospitality, but they also used hospital-
ity as a means for social and political advancement. An ambitious aristocrat
used his invitations and guest lists and his conduct at the table to maintain
and enhance his honor among his fellow aristocrats. When you invite an
important person to your banquet, you are buying yourself an invitation to
his next banquet. There is an expectation of a quid pro quo: if I invite him,
he will invite me, and then I will really be in the inner ring, with the rich and
famous. Similar habits of hospitality were at work in first-century Judaism.

Dining at the house of a Pharisee on a Sabbath, Jesus notes the hier-
archical seating arrangements, the competition and striving for honor, the
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careful selection of prominent guests.”* Jesus initially appears to give advice
to help people avoid shame and gain honor: if you take a high seat, you may
be required to move down, to your shame; but if you take a low seat, you can
only go up. Jesus is not, however, offering tactical advice to social climbers.
Rather, he assumes the stance of an honor-seeking Jew, and says that even
on the Pharisaical premises, they should be humbling themselves. His more
fundamental goal is to challenge the entire system. Competition for seats at
the table becomes a parable of Pharisaical practice: Jews vie and compete for
favor with the Divine Host, displaying their works and the strictness of their
Sabbath observance and their utter ceremonial purity. God is not impressed.
Disciples must follow Jesus’ lead. He humbled himself, took the lowest seat,
and therefore the Father exalted him to his right hand. Jesus thus instructs
his disciples to renounce calculating hospitality.”® Hospitality should imitate
the hospitality of God, who gives generously to those who cannot repay him,
who gives even though he needs nothing in return. Jesus does not condemn
repayment. The issue is the source of the reward, and the timing. Those who
seek honor from their peers in this age are wrong because they are too eas-
ily satisfied with honor and gifts that do not last. Jesus urges his disciples to
look for “gratitude” or “blessing” from the Father, who rewards and repays
in the age to come.

Throughout, the central theme of Jesus’ teaching on gift and reciproc-
ity is the revelation of the Father as the generous Patron of all his children.
“Do not call anyone on earth your father; One is your Father, He who is in
heaven.”?¢ Jesus’ disciples have a single heavenly Patron who distributes gifts
from his endless resources to all his children and who receives the thanksgiv-
ing of them all. Gifts and gratitude form a circle, but for Jesus as for Moses,
God is the beginning and end, the alpha and omega of the entire system.
Jesus aims not to destroy but to fulfill the infinite circle of the Torah.

For Jesus, this gospel liberates, and not only because it frees from sin. It
liberates from the “principalities and powers,” the social patterns and insti-
tutions that serve the powerful as the tools of enslavement and domination.
In very direct ways, he promised, the practice of the gospel would loosen
and undo the structures of Roman and Jewish oppression. Cicero warned
his son not to dissipate his own family wealth by overly generous gifts, and
Seneca told his interlocutor that a wise man gives to the just—that is, to
those who can be expected to feel gratitude and return payment if possible.
Jesus instructs his disciples not to act like Gentile “benefactors” (energetar)
who “lord it over” (kurieno) their subjects.”” As everyone well knew at the
time, this was not sarcasm or hyperbole, but a perfectly scientific descrip-
tion of how Roman (and Jewish) rulers operated: they gave to impose debts
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and obligations of obedience on those beneath them; they gave with the
expectation that repayment would come round. Jesus frees benefactors to
give generously without anxiety about depleting resources or failing to get
repaid honorably. The Father will take care of all that, Jesus says. The gos-
pel likewise frees the recipient. Because givers look to the Father and not to
the recipients for repayment, recipients are freed from debt burdens. They
have repaid their debt when they give thanks to the Father who was the
ultimate source of the gift in the first place. The only debts they owe are to
love one another and to give thanks to God. Disciples thank God for one
another, show gratitude for one another in God. But Jesus’ kingdom is a
kingdom without burdensome debts—not only a kingdom without finan-
cial debts but also a kingdom without social debts, where debts of gratitude
are already covered by the all-generous Father.

It is a kingdom of freedom because it is a kingdom of “ingrates”—Ilike
Jesus.

Owe No One Anything

As in ancient Israel, thanksgiving had a liturgical form in the communities
of early Christians. In talking about tongues, Paul says that one who does
not know the tongue cannot join in the “Amen” at the eucharistia, since one
cannot understand what has been said.”® More important, the central rite of
Christian worship involved a Eucharist, a thanksgiving prayer. Earlier, we
examined the Old Testament’s instructions regarding the peace offering of
thanksgiving (todah), which forms one of the key ritual precedents for the
Christian Eucharist.?” Hebrews 13:15 exhorts believers to offer a continu-
ous sacrifice of praise to God, and it naturally suggests verbal or sung praise
(the verse ends by urging believers to offer “the fruit of lips that confess His
name”). Yet “sacrifice of praise” (thusia aineseos) has more specific connota-
tions as well. In the Septuagint translation of Leviticus, the phrase refers to
the todah,'*® the bread feast of thanksgiving. “Sacrifice of thanks” is a name
for the Christian Eucharist,'® and Hebrews envisions a “continuous” (Heb.
tamid) practice of the Eucharist.!® The continuous eucharistic rite, along
with the continuous offering of other sacrifices like generosity and hospi-
tality,'% replaces the continual rites of the new temple. In the temple, the
tamid rites and patterns were all performed directly before God, but there
was no continuous feast, no continuous thanksgiving, in Isracl’s temple. In
the Christian temple, the church, temple rites are fulfilled in the continuous
offering of the sacrifice of praise, the offering of thanks from the people of
God. Thanksgiving, ritually enacted in the eucharistic feast, has replaced an
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entire apparatus of “continuous” actions and institutions as the liturgy of
the Christian priesthood.

This, it seems, is behind Paul’s claim that everything is “sanctified”
(haginzo) by thanksgiving.!** Since all things are good and all are to be
received with thanks, all things (pan ktisma) are gifts from the Creator. By
giving thanks for all that comes to hand, the Christian correctly identifies
the character of created things as created gifts. For Paul, thanksgiving has a
performative effect on the things received. Receiving God’s gifts with thanks
does not merely identity them as gifts but also sanctifies them, consecrates
them as holy things. The world is sanctified, made holy, through thanks.!%
To say that created things are “made holy” by thanks is to say that created
things, already God’s by virtue of creation, become specifically his posses-
sion by the prayers of the people of God. Given Paul’s regular identification
of believers as “holy ones” (bagioi), the logic seems to be this: Christians
are holy ones, indwelt and anointed by the sanctifying Spirit of Jesus, priests
to God and to Christ. As such, they ought only to touch, eat, and use holy
things. If they receive anything that is impure, their priesthood will be
defiled by it. Purity and holiness “taboos” continue to operate in the New
Testament. Holy people must have holy things. But for Paul no elaborate rite
of sanctification is required: only the giving of thanks. Once consecrated by
thanks, a thing may be used only for God’s purposes. Holy food could be
eaten only by priests in the Old Testament, holy implements could be used
only in the sanctuary, holy incense could be used only on the altar. If Chris-
tians consecrate whatever they receive by thanks, they are not only claiming
it as God’s own but also obligating themselves to use it in a particular way,
to use it with thanks. Thanksgiving is thus the liturgy of Christian living.
It is the continuous sacrifice that Christians offer. Gratitude to God is the
continuous sanctification of the world.

Paul is the chief source of New Testament teaching concerning gifts,
grace, graces, and gratitude.!®® Many of Paul’s expressions of thanks are
found in the opening sections of his letters, and in this respect Paul appears
to be following a common, though not universal, practice of Hellenistic
letter writing.!” Like Josephus and Philo, Paul employs the patterns and
terminology of Greco-Roman reciprocity in describing his own activities and
the shape of the communities that he founds.!®® But Paul diverges from the
normal practices of thanksgiving in the ancient world, and when he diverges
he diverges just as Jesus did.'*®

Paul’s gratitude is typically not for personal benefits but thanks to God
for the recipients of his letters. “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you
all, because your faith is being proclaimed throughout the whole world.”!?
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“I thank my God always concerning you, for the grace of God which was
given you in Christ Jesus, that in everything you were enriched in Him, in
all speech and knowledge . . . so that you are not lacking in any gift.”'*! He
offers thanks for the grace of God that is at work in others: excharisteo for the
chariti of God, expressed in the fact that they have received from God every
charismata. For the benefit of “grace” and graces, he offers “good-graces.”
He thanks God for the response of believers to the gospel.''? As in the Old
Testament, Paul’s thanksgivings are offered almost exclusively to God alone.
He expresses gratitude toward the divine Patron, not for benefits done to
him but for benefits done to others. What makes this odd is the expansion
of gratitude beyond the narrow situation of direct benefit. Paul’s indiscrimi-
nate gratitude expands beyond personal benefits, and that disrupts the small
circles of traditional reciprocity. But his very indiscrimination is an offense.
What place does Panl have giving thanks for the benefits that another enjoys?
How, if at all, is it any different when Pau/ is the recipient?

The opening thanksgiving of Philippians answers that last question. The
Philippians have assisted Paul in his ministry, and early in the letter Paul
expresses his gratitude: “I thank my God for your remembrance of me.”!'!3
By Greco-Roman standards, it is not adequate thanks. Pan/ was the one who
received, the Philippians the ones who gave, and yet Paul’s thanks are oftered
to a third party, the Father, the patron of both Philippians and apostles. Paul
acts as if their gift was not directed to him at all; he calls it a sacrifice whose
fragrant aroma is well pleasing to God."* And he certainly does not express
any intention of repaying the Philippians. If they have needs, he directs them
elsewhere: “My God shall supply all your needs according to His riches in
glory in Christ Jesus.”!® Even when he acknowledges the favor, Paul studi-
ously avoids the typical language of indebtedness that the Philippians would
have expected from a recipient of their generosity. Instead of saying that the
gift places a debt of gratitude upon him, Paul says that the gift elevates the
Philippians into a “partnership” (koinonia) with Paul in the gospel.!'® Paul
can return thanks to God for the Philippian gift because they are bound
together in a single body of Christ, in a single work of the Spirit. Whatever
goods come to the Philippians are Paul’s too because all goods are com-
monly shared by the body. Even if the goods that the Philippians receive
never come directly to Paul, he knows that they are benefits to the church as
a whole, of which he is a member.

Still, one can hear the very Roman citizens of Philippi murmuring: we
go to all the trouble, and #his is the thanks we get—a thanks that is no
thanks, a thanks that bypasses us to go to God? No wonder the Romans
perceived Christians as ungrateful.
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Elsewhere Paul sounds a somewhat Aristotelian note when he urges the
Romans to “[o]we nothing to anyone but to love one another.”!” That is as
much as to say, “Do not allow yourself to be put in a condition of debt to
anyone.” That does not mean, as it might seem, “Do not become a recipi-
ent of benefits.” Paul knows that everyone is needy, dependent on God and
on others for almost anything. “No debts” means that benefits are always
finally referred to a single divine patron.!® In the community of Jesus, the
only debt is the debt of love. Thanks is owed, but it is owed for rather than
to benefactors. Recipients of gifts are not indebted to the givers; they do not
owe return payment. Givers do not impose burdens of gratitude on their
beneficiaries; they cannot use their gifts to lord over recipients. The Father
and his Son cover all debts, supplying all needs according to their riches.
Thus, even when Paul does enter into something like a patron-client rela-
tionship, he flouts convention.

Paul subtly undoes conventions of patronage and clientage in his treat-
ment of the charitable collection that he gathers from the Gentile churches
for famine-ridden saints in Jerusalem.!'? His discussion turns on a series of
word plays on charis, which, as we have already seen, is the key Greek term of
gift and gratitude. In Paul’s discussion, the word refers to the favor of God,
to the active working of God’s power in believers, to the concrete monetary
contribution of the Corinthians, and, in an expanded form (eucharistia), to
the thanks offered by the recipients in Jerusalem. By God’s charis, he pro-
vides all that is necessary, makes the Corinthians sufficient for every good
work, such that their bountiful generosity from the heart is itself a gift of
God’s grace. By God’s charis, they give chareis.!?® Paul sees the churches
bound together in mutual giving.

Jesus is the mold to which the Corinthians are to be conformed: being
rich, Jesus became poor to make many rich.'?! That is the form that God’s
charis, embodied in Jesus, takes. Paul insists that if #hat Christ-formed
grace is at work in the Corinthians, their lives will evidence that same self-
impoverishing generosity. Yet Paul insists that God does not want to afflict
the Corinthians with poverty so as to ease the Jerusalem church. Rather, he
aims at equality (isozetos),'?* «
ity.” Corinthians who supply the needs of the Jerusalem saints will someday

equilibrium” or “balance” or even “reciproc-

find their needs supplied from the abundance of the saints from Jerusalem.
The circulation of gifts from Corinth to Jerusalem and back is an epicycle on
a larger circle that begins with God’s grace to both Corinth and Jerusalem
and ends with thanksgiving returned to God.'*® Within the infinite circle,
communities of Christians form a mutually dependent, mutually needy
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body, a body in which each member community gives and receives in the
confidence that the Father will balance it all out.

These connections of grace, mutual gift, and gratitude are fundamental
to Paul’s understanding of the church’s pattern of communal life as a whole.
The church is made up of those who have received the grace of God that
comes from Jesus. Jesus is the great Benefactor of the church, the euer-
getes, the Lord who showers his favorites with gifts. He not only forms
the church but also continuously supplies gifts necessary for the church to
become more and more what it is. To build his church, the ascended Jesus,
Paul says, gives pastors, teachers, evangelists, and other human gifts charis-
mata, which contains the word “grace,” charis.!** As in the zodah offering,
proper reception of Jesus’ gifts involves not only a direct return of thanks to
God. Proper reception means multiplying and enlarging the gift, which is
of course always itself also a gift. To receive a charism rightly is to use it, to
disseminate it usefully in the body of Christ. Yet again this dissemination of
gifts is enclosed within an infinite circle: a teacher receives the spiritual gift
of teaching, disseminates it in the community, thereby encouraging someone
with the spiritual gift of service to serve; the recipient of the gift of teaching
gives thanks to God, who gave the gift. On the other hand, a woman with
the spiritual gift disseminates her gift in service to a teacher; the teacher
receives the gift, and gives thanks to God, who gave it.

Paul insists that this circle undoes any basis for rivalry and envy. The
Lord gives as he pleases, giving the measure of grace and gifts. All have the
same Lord, all receive from the same Spirit, and all are to rejoice in the gifts
that each has. All are necessary for the functioning of the body, and those
who are least favored receive more abundant honor. As with Jesus, so with
Paul: eschatology, the view of the last things, plays a crucial role in his under-
standing of giving and reciprocity. Paul writes regularly of a final judgment
to come, when each will be rewarded “according to what he has done in the
body, whether good or evil.” Those who persevere in doing good can expect
to receive glory and honor and immortality.!?®

For all their apparent conservatism, Paul’s ethics represent a revolutionary
upheaval of the accepted patterns of gift and gratitude. In the Greco-Roman
world, giving and reception established permanent hierarchies. Within the
senatorial class, mutual favors and reciprocal benefits created a kind of equal-
ity. Yet the order of Rome depended on maintaining one-directional, hierar-
chical relations of gift and response. Givers were wealthy and well connected,
and by their gifts they maintained their superior position; recipients were
poorer and lower on the ladder, and their need for benefits was a mark of
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their permanent inferiority. Emperors displayed largesse in acts of cuerget-
ism, and the recipient cities and individuals could never make a return of suf-
ficient value to balance the books. Ingratitude—that is, the refusal to make
a return on a benefit—would destroy Roman order. So would inverting the
flow of benefits and reciprocations. If someone could put the emperor in his
debt, if patrons were as needy as clients, if clients could give equal benefits to
patrons as patrons to clients, the world would be turned upside down.

This is precisely what the Romans accused the Christians of doing,
because that is more or less what the Christians did. But the subversion
of Roman order was more subtle than that characterization indicates. The
world was not turned upside down; it is not as if the poor and the clients
suddenly found themselves distributing gifts from above to their former
patrons. Instead, the small circles of Roman reciprocity exploded into a net-
work of mutual gift and reception. The exchange of gifts bestowed by and
received by the Spirit worked against the emergence of a fixed hierarchy in
the church. Within the church was to be a continuous exchange of gifts
and honor in every direction—mutual patronage, mutual brokerage, mutual
need, mutual supply.'? This was to be no fixed hierarchy, but a seesaw.

Furthermore, Paul’s goal was not merely to maintain a unified cohesive-
ness, even a differentiated and complex unity. Paul has something even more
dynamic in view. Each gives and receives and gives again because all of them
are engaged in a project of mutual construction. Each edifies (oikodomeo)
others and builds up the community as a whole.'?” All are united in common
need of the divine grace that circulates through the graces of the members.
In the church, Seneca’s vague dreams of community are, Paul says, to be
realized. The church is truly a political body, where each member is depen-
dent on the healthy operation of #/l the others. And it is a body growing up
to maturity through the mutual exchange of gifts and the continuous offer-
ing of thanks to God.

Christianity’s vision of the church is thus more socially and politically
disruptive than the formation of an alternative society. Paul could have urged
Christians to replicate Roman circles of gift and gratitude within the church.
He could have flipped the Roman hierarchy upside down, ensuring the tri-
umph of the meek. He could have created an ecclesial gift-and-gratitude
system set apart from but parallel to the gift-and-gratitude system of Roman
society, each running in small circles of benefactors and beneficiaries. Paul
might, in short, have founded an Amish community. He did not. He instead
envisioned a church whose “ingratitude,” whose indiscriminate gratitude,
broke open the snares of Greco-Roman reciprocity more fundamentally.'?
Paul’s “no debts” rule gives each member of the society a degree of distance
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from the other members of the community. Paul snips the ligatures that bind
one person to another in relations of debt; in place of debt he urges relations
of love, patterned on the self-giving love of Jesus. Paul’s infinite circle frees
all from debt and thus creates individuals and a form of individualism.'*®

None of this could have been achieved by a simple redesign of the pat-
terns of social behavior. The church’s system of gift and gratitude makes no
sense on purely sociological grounds. A community where everyone refuses
to incur or acknowledge debts to one another seems to be a community
headed for disaster. Such a society looks like the worst Marxist-postmodern
caricature of democratic-capitalist-consumer society. The church’s gift and
gratitude nexus works only if there is 7z fact a single divine Benefactor and
Patron to whom all the members are clients who owe grateful service, if all
are fellow slaves (douloz) of the one Lord, Jesus. The church forms an “alter-
native society”—it is a functional society—only insofar as its gift exchanges
are the product of a more basic koinonia in the Spirit.

Seeds of Ingratitude

Jesus was the first great ingrate in Western history, and he set the pattern for
all later ingrates. With Jesus and Paul, a seed of ingratitude was planted in
the European imagination, which grew to be one of our civilization’s most
important and enduring features. Most of those who draw from this early
Christian instinct for ingratitude do not adopt Jesus and Paul wholely. They
renounce tradition, but in the name of reason, not God’s Word. They throw
off the shackles of gratitude debts, not to give all thanks to God but to
give thanks to none. In detaching Christian ingratitude from its theological
basis, they create something quite new.

After all; Jesus and Paul look like ingrates not because they renounce
gratitude. They look like ingrates because their gratitude is so big, so indis-
criminate, that it confuses and destroys normal expectations about giving
and receiving. They look like ingrates because they looked past every benefit
to thank a divine Benefactor. Anyone who does not believe in that Benefac-
tor is going to find Jesus and Paul deeply oftensive, if not deluded. “Ingrate!”
they will shout, like Diocletian, before calling for the archers.
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FOUR

Patron Saints and the Poor

The fourth-century Christian writer Lactantius has been called the “Chris-
tian Cicero.” That epithet is testament to his still-classical Latin style, but
he deserves the title for his substantive contributions as well, for in a brief
section of his Divine Institutes, he offers a Christian reformulation of the
cthics of Roman reciprocity and patronage.! His discussion is premised on
the Christian notion of spiritual equality. The God “who produces and
gives breath to men” determined that everyone “should be equal” and thus
“imposed on all the same condition of living.” Everyone qualifies for wis-
dom, immortality, heavenly beneficia. Before God, social distinctions of
master and slave evaporate, replaced by a family in which all are children of
one heavenly Father: “No one is poor in the sight of God . . . no one is rich.”
He sounds like a Stoic: wealth and poverty are determined not by possessions
but rather by virtue. If this is the true model of justice and aequitas, then it is
clear that the Romans and Greeks, with their highly differentiated societies,
could never be just.?

Lactantius’® “spiritualization” of equality and justice might develop in a
quietist direction: social and economic distinctions do not matter, and there-
fore everyone should simply be content with staying where he is. Lactantius,
however, develops the point differently, insisting that the spiritual equality
should be projected onto society, specifically through practices of mutual
service. In distributing benefits, the truly just do not distinguish between
worthy and unworthy recipients. Philosophers were right that hospitality is a
virtue, but, Lactantius says, they erred by turning it to the purposes of util-
ity: the houses of illustrious men should be open to the illustrious. Cicero
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said that liberality should be distributed to “suitable” persons. What, Lac-
tantius asks, does “suitable” mean? Should not the houses of the illustrious
be open “to the lowly and abject”? If he had the chance, Lactantius would
upbraid Cicero: “You have erred from true justice . . . since you measured
the offices of piety and humanity by utility.” Neither euergetism nor pay-
ment of liturgies are truly beneficent acts, since they aim at making a show
of liberality. They do not count as gifts, which are given only to those who
do not “deserve to receive.” Justice, piety, and humanity all demand that
gifts be given to the blind, sick, lame, and destitute “without the hope of
any return.”?

Lactantius appears to replace the circle of Roman patronage and bene-
faction for a straight line of the pure gift. Christians are to give without any
expectation or hope of any return at all. But Lactantius is still working with
circles; he is working within the infinite circle of Jesus and Paul. Just bene-
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faction to the poor is “a most acceptable sacrifice,” and accordingly those
who benefit those who cannot repay “will receive a reward from God.” This
is in fact the difference between a genuine benefit and a loan: if one expects
a return “from men,” then it is not “kindness” but instead “the lending of
a benefit at interest.” A true gift is given only if “the reward of this work
and duty [is] expected from God alone.” The fact of miraculous heavenly
return is most evident in the care of the dead. Pagan Romans saw no advan-
tage in providing burial for strangers or the poor. Even virtuous pagans
like Cicero allowed advantage and utility to set the limits of generosity, and
death formed an impenetrable boundary, for no dead man pays interest.
Christians, however, look to God for reward, the God who raises the dead,
and so their beneficence can reach past the grave.®

Lactantius’ beliefs were widely shared by early Christians. There are occa-
sional expressions of pure altruism, an aspiration toward a linear “pure gift”
without return. When Empress Verina visited the abbess Matrona in the late
fifth century, for instance, she was surprised to find that the abbess refused
any sort of payment: “Matrona asked for nothing whatsoever in return” for
her service to the empress, even though she “was in no way prosperous.”® Yet
early Christians operated in a world of religious and social reciprocity just
like their pagan neighbors. When they gave, they expected and hoped for a
return gift.” Christians differed not because they renounced self-interest in
giving but because they followed Jesus in looking to their heavenly Father
for the return gift. They gave not in order to receive back the symbolic capi-
tal of human honor, not because they hoped that their names might appear
on public placards, but rather to store up heavenly treasure. In each small
Christian gift the cosmos shook in a drama that penetrated the boundary
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of heaven and earth. The “ecarthly language of exchange, commerce, and
treasure” was extended to the heavenly world. For Christians, gifts “could
be seen as loans to God” that God would repay at “unimaginable interest.”®
Gregory the Great could be so bold as to say that Christian giving put God
in debt. Most were more circumspect. God is God, beyond human control
or manipulation, and creatures cannot impose obligations on the Creator.
Yet while strictly untrue, Gregory’s extreme statement gave expression to the
confidence of early Christians.

Not every gift could pierce the firmament. Exchanges in the market were
carthbound. Gifts to God, though, made their way to heaven, and Christians
believed they gave to God by giving to the poor. This was the most dramatic
departure from Roman gift practices. As we saw in chapter 3, the Torah gave
particular emphasis to generosity toward the poor, and Jesus and Paul recalled
the Jews to these practices. Christians hoped to be repaid by the Father when
they gave to the poor.? Christians reimagined the poor as “brothers” rather
than distant “others,” and thus in Christian giving, social lines were blurred
as much as cosmic ones. The Old Testament characterized generosity to the
poor in terms of justice rather than mercy. The just man gives generously, and
the poor are not those who are materially bereft so much as the weak and
vulnerable. Inspired by this Old Testament language, Christian leaders even-
tually pressed for structural and social changes on behalf of the poor. This
definition of the Christian poor secured the triumph of Christianity in the
cities of the Roman Empire because it implied that the church had to establish
systematic justice rather than being satisfied with charitable relief. Increasingly
over the early centuries, Christian writers denounced the political and legal
structures that damaged the poor. In his writings on wealth, Ambrose evaded
systematic oppressions like the Roman tax system, but later Christian thinkers
concluded they could assist the poor only by aiming for a wider transforma-
tion of society.!® Structural changes to secure rights and protections for the
poor were at the heart of the early church’s “Christianization” of the empire,
which involved both a change in the external circumstances of the church and
an internal transformation of the goals of Christianity itself. Concern for the
poor was crucial to both shifts.!

If Christianity transformed Roman benefaction, Roman benefaction
had a reverse impact on Christian practice.!? Christian emperors gave legal
sanction to Roman social hierarchies. The scope of Roman legal sanctions
against ingratitude expanded in the fourth and fifth centuries, culminating
in a decree of Justinian (530) that gave donors the right to revoke donations
for ingratitude. Free clients, on the other hand, were denied the right to sue
patrons who defaulted on their obligations to clients.!® Patronage infiltrated
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the church. Pastoral power represented a new kind of powerless power,
power without swords or troops, and the bishops managed wealth that was
understood as a trust for the poor, a wealth without wealth. Even before the
conversion of Constantine, which embedded the church’s hierarchy firmly in
the structure of the empire, signs of a “patronage” model of pastoral leader-
ship are evident. Ambrose knew what he was about when he wrote De offi-
cuis for pastors. As the older aristocracies collapsed, the church shifted from
“plebeian” to an “aristocratic” ideal of leadership. The change was hesitant
and contested, but eventually triumphant.** By the end of the fifth century,
the church was a wealthy institution in a world of scarcity, and bishops had
taken the place of wealthy landowners as the magnates of countryside and
big men of the city.

Bishops effectively became patrons, dispensing liturgical and charitable
benefits to the people, who were expected to respond with grateful submis-
sion and obedience. Gifts were still thought of as benefits to the poor who
cannot repay, but the role of the bishop was highlighted. According to the
Didascalin, it is the duty of the people to give and it is the bishop’s role to
dispense gifts. The bishop is not accountable to the people for his dispensa-
tion, since he a servant of “the Lord God, who delivered the stewardship
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into his hands.”®® To every member of the clergy, it added, the laity are to

“pay the honor which is right to him, by gifts and honors and with earthly
reverence.”!¢

According to the Carthaginian bishop Cyprian, not only material but
spiritual benefits were in the hands of the clergy to distribute. Those who
lapsed during persecution could be reconciled and readmitted only by
the bishop, and they first had to prove themselves truly penitent by fasts,
prayers, and alms. Whoever proves himself by “acts of submission” to the
bishop and his operibus iustus in alms is welcome to return to the fold."”
The same was expected of all the faithful. Submission to the bishop was the
proper expression of gratitude for God’s beneficia that flowed through him.
Cyprian expected his subordinate clergy to play the role of clients as well. He
demanded loyalty and considered them to be dependent on his favor. In fact
they were. While lower clergy depended on the gifts of the faithtul (sporzu-
lne), Cyprian himself provided the monthly stipendin to priests. This enabled
the priests to devote themselves entirely to their ministry, but it also, impor-
tantly, left them indebted to the bishop’s generosity.!® To be sure, part of the
rationale for administering alms through the church was to avoid shaming
the poor or forcing them into patronal dependency on benefactors.! Yet the
effect was to turn the bishop and priest into a patron, and as patronal pat-
terns of gift and gratitude become more prominent in the church, the New
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Testament’s emphasis on a debt-free community joined in thanks to God
becomes harder and harder to discern. The infinite circle that in the Bible
included the giver, the recipient, and the divine Giver had contracted. God
remained in the circle, but he was now accessible primarily if not exclusively
through the ministrations of a broker-bishop who sponsored the donor in
drawing near to God. The church became more a mirror image of traditional
Greco-Roman gift and gratitude.

Expiation by Gift

Early Christian and medieval gifts were sometimes Christianized forms
of euergetism, intended to enhance the prestige of the donor family. Gifts
would purchase a prominent burial site in a cathedral or in the grounds of a
monastery, and other social benefits would accrue to the donor. But gifts to
the poor were emphasized in unprecedented ways, eventually supported by
an ideology of wealth, generosity, and expiation formulated by Augustine.
Some of the extreme Pelagians took aim at the wealthy, including the Chris-
tian wealthy, of the now Christianized empire. The wealthy, they thought,
were not merely fools who spent their lives pursuing wealth that would rust
and dissolve into thin air. They were wicked, and the only legitimate Chris-
tian response to wealth was renunciation. In response, Augustine defended
the presence of the wealthy of the church, but simultaneously warned against
pride: tolle superbinm, divitine non nocebunt—get rid of pride, and riches will
do no harm.?° The state of soul was more important than social or economic
status. Practically, Augustine insisted that the rich could be justly rich only
by sharing their wealth: “Let them be rich in good works. . . . This is not
something you do behind closed doors. Either it is done, and is visible to all,
or it is not done. . . . Let them be rich in good works, let them give readily,
let them share (1 Timothy 6:18). . . . If rich people are like that, they need
have no worries; when the Last Day comes, they also will be found in the
Ark . . . they will not form part of the destruction brought by the Flood.”?!

Generosity to the poor was more than an obligation for wealthy Chris-
tians. It was a means of grace. Augustine insisted that prayers for forgiveness
should be accompanied by alms, and the alms were something more than

a sign of sincerity: “We should not only pray, but also give alms. . . . Those
who work the bilge-pump lest the boat go down do so with their voices and
working with their hands. . . . Let the hands go round and round. . . . Let

them give, let them do good works.”??> The bilge at the bottom of the soul
accumulates daily, and needs to be pumped out if the Christian is going
to stay afloat. Good works, especially the good works of almsgiving, are
rewarded with purification. But this is not quite a reward: God does not
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see the Christian giving and graciously pump out the bilge; the giving is
already the bilge pumping. Again, the infinite circle of the New Testament
is still operative here. God returns favors for gifts to the poor; specifically,
generosity to the poor is answered by expiation of sin. But the infinite circle
has become somewhat commercialized. While Augustine would deny that
expiation can be purchased, generous Christians now know what they will
get in return for their liberality. Gregory the Great’s comment had become
more literal: giving imposes on God a debt of gratitude.

The biblical accent on generosity to the poor also took on a new color-
ization as monasteries increasingly provided the keys that opened heaven to
rich Christians. The Augustinian notion of gifts for expiation laid the foun-
dation of medieval charity, most of which was not given directly to the poor
but either to monasteries or to the church to be administered and distributed
by monks or bishops.>® Through the sixth century, “monks gradually came
to eclipse the poor as the privileged others of the Christian imagination.”?*
Monks had renounced material wealth and, just as importantly given the
biblical notions of poverty, had given up social and political protections for a
life of sustained vulnerability. As the professional poor, monks went through
the needle’s eye on behalf of everyone else. Gifts to monasteries were gifts
to God’s poor.?® By giving land to monasteries, founding chantries, estab-
lishing foundations for colleges and other corporations, medieval noblemen
were by definition doing acts of charity. The wealth of the monastery did not
matter. Gifts to monks were by definition alms.

Legally, the property of a monastery did not belong to the individual
monks or even the monastery as a corporation but to the dead saint. Chari-
table donation to the abbey was thus a donation to the saint. One gave in
order to become a client of the patron saint, who served as a broker since he
had a closer connection with God than the donor himself could hope for.
Giving to a saint made the donor a friend of the saint, fictively a member of
his kin group. Gifts to monasteries enabled the donor to become part of the
monastic community itself, and a donor could hope to be given full burial
rites and a grave among his monastic brothers. A gift won the giver a place
among the friends of the friends of the saints, and it is always useful to have
friends of friends of the powerful, especially if the powerful is the Most Pow-
erful, Power Itself.?¢

Gifts, in short, were given pro anima, for the sake of the soul, or even
for the sake of salvation.”” Alms were intended as charity. These gifts were
not considered payment, and in fact the language of religious gifts (munus)
for most of the medieval period consistently emphasized that the giver, like
Abel, was fundamentally giving himself (his co7, heart), rather than imitating
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Cain in giving only the gift.?® Still, alms givers expected spiritual returns on
their gifts. Gifts to monasteries sometimes included specific terms that obli-
gated the monks to offer prayer on behalf of the donor or the donor’s family
in perpetuity. Donations of land were often turned over to the monastery as
the donor declined toward death, and the gift might come with a request
for the monks to pray for the donor’s time in Purgatory. Wealthy donors
established chantries, where masses were said on a daily or weekly basis.?®
Through the liturgical activity of the monks, the dead relative of the patron
was preserved in memory, memorialized before God until the final judg-
ment.*® Quotations from the Vulgate of the Old and New Testaments, along
with the Apocrypha, encouraged alms as a means for winning salvation:

Give alms; and behold, all things are clean unto you.
Water quencheth a flaming fire, and alms resisteth sin.
Redeem thou thy sins with alms.
Alms deliver from all sin and from death.

Give and it shall be given to you.?!

Jesus’ own words were crucial to the medieval mentality of gift: “Make
friends with the mammon of unrighteousness, that when you shall fail,
they may receive you into eternal dwellings.” Failure to give was regarded
as ingratitude. Because the clergy and monks provided the necessary social
service of prayer, laymen felt obliged to show their appreciation with gifts.*?
In all this, patterns of giving and gratitude that had originated in Greco-
Roman (or Germanic) society affected the practice of almsgiving. Charity on
a large scale was a Christian innovation, but it was pressed into preexisting
social forms. Patronage invaded and partially colonized Christian charity.

The Largesse of Kings

“Feudalism” never existed.*® Nor was there an early medieval “gift econ-
omy.”** But there were gifts, and where there were gifts there were also obli-
gations that accompany gifts.* Medieval society and politics were suffused
with giving, receiving, and reciprocation. Few if any thought gifts were altru-
istic lines. Everyone gave expecting something in return. Small countergifts
were often given in return for donations, functioning like receipts or surety,
confirmation that the donation had been given.?¢ There may have been no
“feudalism,” but there were fiefs, gifts of land either for past services or on
promise of future service, gifts that were distinguished ritually from simple
compensation.’” Charlemagne gave gifts to the church and to diplomats,
and received annual gifts (not taxes, which were slavish) from the nobles
of his realm. The gifts themselves were important—horses, weapons, belts,
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and jewels were favorites—but the audience before whom the bestowal was
performed was equally important. Kings earned the love of their people by
showing their largesse, not only to nobles and bishops but also to the poor.3
Generosity was a leading characteristic of a good ruler in the medieval period
even more than the heroes of archaic Greece.®

Kings gave gifts to the church and to saints for the same reasons that
nobles and other did—to gain forgiveness of sin—but also to make the saint
a patron of their politics. When Clovis initiated his effort to drive the Arian
Goths from Gaul, he ordered his men to refrain from any violence “out of
respect to the blessed Martin” of Tours. “Where shall our hope of victory
be it we offend the blessed Martin?” he asked. Avoiding offense was not
enough, and Clovis sent a delegation with gifts to the church at Tours with
the prayer that the Lord give him a sign of victory as he entered the church.
When he arrived, “the first singer, without any pre-arrangement” sang the
psalm: “Thou hast girded me with strength unto the battle.” Assured of vic-
tory, and accompanied by still further signs, Clovis paid the vow and routed
the Goths. The victory that began with gifts to the saint ended with “gifts
to the holy church of the blessed Martin.”*

Literature reinforced the image of the king’s largesse. The good kings of
Beowulf distribute rings, and the poem explicitly states that liberality in gifts
is the chief way of securing loyalty in the future. The message is especially
important for young warriors who need to look ahead to the time when they
will be kings who need retainers to fight for them: “So must a young warrior
bring it about by his goodness, by liberal gifts of property while under his
father’s protection, that in his old age there may afterwards remain with him
cager retainers, a people who when war comes would serve him.”*! A very
twelfth-century Alexander the Great in the old French Roman d’Alexandre
displays his greatness by distributing a largesse to his nobles at his death
bed.*?> Geoftrey of Monmouth commends Arthur, as do various versions of
the Arthurian legends, for his generosity to his knights: “Once [Arthur] had
been invested with the royal insignia, he observed the normal custom [so/i-
tum morem) of giving gifts freely to every-one. Such a great crowd of soldiers
flocked to him that he came to an end of what he had to distribute. However,
the man to whom open-handedness and bravery both come naturally may
indeed find himself momentarily in need, but poverty will never harass him
for long.”*?* So too does the Gawain poet in the dazzling Christmas scene
that opens the poem.** The fourteenth-century chronicler Pierre de Lang-
toft was still pointing to Arthur as the model of royal largesse. In contrast to
Edward I, Arthur “shared generously [largement] his gain.”*®
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Gifts are inexhaustible, some said. The prudhomme of the prose Lance-
lot encourages expansive generosity on the ancient premise that generosity
begets generosity: “Always give plenty,” he says to Arthur, “and you will
have plenty to give.” A generous king will receive the love and generosity of
his people in turn. Tireless giving wins “both worldly honour and the hearts
of your people and the love of our Lord.”* Others were more cautious. Aris-
totle may have been all but unknown, but his ethical mean was a standard
for medieval liberality. William of Malmesbury criticizes William Rufus,
William the Conqueror’s son who reigned as William II, for allowing his
giving to go beyond the proper mean. He distinguishes between prodigality
and liberality: “The prodigal are such as lavish their money on those things,
of which they would leave either a transient, or perhaps no memory in this
world; neither will they gain mercy by them of God. The liberal are those
who redeem the captive from the plunderer, assist the poor, or discharge the
debts of their friends.” Prodigality is a danger because it becomes a habit,
and when a king runs out of goods to distribute he has to find more.

Gifts demanded reciprocation. A poetic Charlemagne speaks of the dona
he distributes to Tassilo of Bavaria, his older cousin, and of the pledge of
service that comes with it:

Armrings with a great weight of gems and gold,

A horse is offered gleaming under gold trappings,

With these finest gifts of his lord the lad (puer!) is endowed

And to him the king issued these words with placid speech

“Receive these pledges of our perpetual service” (perpetui servitus . . .
nostri).

Pouring sweet kisses on the king’s knees

The duke spoke these swift words from his breast:

“King, to you may there be given a gift of well being in all things

And I pay you service forever” (ego servitinm vobis per saeculn solvo).

Thus having spoken, he withdrew to the fortress with the gift of the king.*”

Kings should be generous. Lovers, too. Gratitude and ingratitude were cen-
tral themes in the poetry of the courtly love tradition.*® In his section of the
Roman de la Rose, Jean de Meun has the Friend explain to the Lover how
to use gifts:

Many a reputation by fair gifts

Has been sustained that else had fallen low.
Many a prebendage has been secured

By gifts of food and wine. Trust what I say:
Good gifts give testimony of good lives;
He’s noble thought to be who noble lives.
Presents cause givers gain and takers loss;
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These forfeit freedom when to those they’re bound.
What shall I say in summary? By gifts
One wins the favor of both men and gods.*’

Writing poetry is a waste of time. Women will respond more favorably to
money and shiny trinkets than to poetry, which they will read once and
perhaps admire slightly.

In the courtly love tradition more generally, lovers complain and mourn
loudly over the beloved’s ingratitude at his attentions, and the instruction
books for lovers all warn of ingratitude in the realm of love. John Gower
names ingratitude as one of the servants of avarice, defining the ungrateful
lover as the one who “begrudges giving anything in return” once he has had
his pleasure.® In his formulation of the rules of courtly love, Andreas Capel-
lanus condemned the fickle lover who enjoys a woman only to be drawn to
the next beauty he sees, forgets “the services they have received from their
first love,” and “feels no gratitude for them.”®" Even in this romantic con-
text, gratitude is viewed as part of a relationship of reciprocal service, though
it is clearly moving toward becoming a sentiment. In Chaucer, kyndnesse,
long associated with gratitude, becomes a sentiment.> While not unknown
in the classical world, the emotional side of gratitude receives new emphasis
in medieval love poetry, a portent of the future sentimentalization of grati-
tude. Gratitude has been dislodged from the dynamics of reciprocal giving,
and has become more a matter of courtesy and proper etiquette.

Like Seneca, medieval poets, chroniclers, and thinkers recognized that
gifts can go wrong. Largesse was, with courtesy, one of the wings by which
one rises in esteem, wrote Raoul de Hodenc in his Roman des eles, but Raoul
knew that it was possible to give a show of generosity while harboring ava-
rice in the heart. Tardy gifts are dangerous because when one waits too long
to give, “he who receives . . . will not feel any gratitude towards him.”?3
Calculating one’s gifts is also dangerous, likewise an expression of avarice.
Withholding gifts to extract a specific service sows suspicion, and favors only
the greedy, the easily bribed, the flatterers.®* Gifts can be given in a way that
encourages ingratitude.

Seneca and Cicero considered ingratitude the worst of vices and the
seedbed of most other vices. Justice demands that everyone be given his due,
and thus justice demands that the benefactor receive gratitude in return.
According to Cicero, justice goes wrong in two ways, force and fraud (aut
vi aut fraunde). Fraud is a fox in its cunning, force a lion, but both are bes-
tial actions beneath human dignity. For Cicero, though, fraud is the more
contemptible ( fraus odio digna majore), apparently because it includes an ele-
ment of hypocrisy, since at the moment the fraudulent appears virtuous he is
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most false.*® Precisely this Ciceronian scheme determines the arrangement of
Dante’s hell. Inferno 11.22-24 is a virtual translation of Cicero: “All malice
meriting the hate of God / has, for its end, injustice. All such ends / afflict
the sufferer by force, or fraud.”*® More clearly than Cicero, Dante explains
that fraud is worse because it is “peculiar to mankind” (11.25-26; de Pnom
proprio male), and Dante further distinguishes two forms of fraud, what
Dorothy Sayers identified as “Fraud Simple” and “Fraud Complex.” The
former is fraud against a stranger, the latter and more vicious is fraud against
“one who puts his faith in you” (11.53). Complex fraud is worse because it
“forgets two bonds of love; / one made by Nature and one added on, / from
which a special faith to keep is born” (11.61-63). As Dante well knew, for-
getfulness was a dimension of ingratitude, and in placing the three traitors
Brutus, Judas, and Cassius in the maw of Satan, Dante expressed a late medi-
eval version of the Senecan and Ciceronian condemnation of ingratitude.®”

In England, gratitude was treated as a fundamental principle of social
life. Middle English translated gratitude as “kyndnesse” and punningly
linked this virtue to “kin” and “kind.” Being grateful was a way of acknowl-
edging one’s common humanity. Gratitude is kindness for kindness, which
treats the other as kin. Thus, in his Mirour de ’Omme, John Gower treats
ingratitude as a violation of nature.

The ingrate who thus denatures himself
is worse than a dog in his nature,

for a dog, alive or dead,

loves and defends its lord to its ability,
but the ungrateful man at no time
carries love or loyalty to you . . .
Wherefore the ungrateful man is such
that he is called “unnatural.”®®

Gower, however, is aware that social differences sometimes interfere with
the formation of charitable bonds of gratitude. His Confessio Amantis tells
the story of poor Bardus, who rescued Adrian, a Roman lord, from a pit.
Adrian promises to give Bardus half of his goods in return for the favor: “Be
hevene and be the goddes alle, / If that it myhte so befalle / That he out of
the pet him broghte, / Of all the goodes whiche he oghte / He schal have
evene halvendel.” Bardus and his ass work to bring up the lord, but instead
bring up an ape and a serpent who happened to have fallen into the same pit.
Bardus is persistent, but when he finally draws Adrian from the pit, the lord
forgets the reward and goes oft with hardly a “grant merci.” Unsurprised,
Bardus tells his wife that night in bed, and says no more: “finally to speke
oght more / unto this lord he dradde him sore, / so that a word ne dorste
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he sein.” By contrast, the animals place themselves at the poor man’s service,
especially the serpent who “forth withal / A Ston mor briht than a cristall
/ Out of hir mouth tofore his weie / Sche let doun falle, and wente aweie.”
Good man that he is, Bardus is happy and goes on “Thonkende god.” When
the emperor hears about the precious stone that the serpent brought to Bar-
dus, he also learns of Adrian’s ingratitude and forces him to pay his debt.
Bardus ends up with both the promised half of Adrian’s goods and the gifts
brought to him by the animals. Gower draws a lesson about “kindness™:

thus of thilke unkinde blod

Stant the memoire into this day,
Wherof that every wysman may
Ensamplen him, and take in mynde
What schame it is to ben unkinde.*

We shall meet this kindness/gratitude link in the following chapter in the
plays of Shakespeare.

Age of Gratitudo

What the poets and chroniclers speak of more or less implicitly, the theolo-
gians of the later Middle Ages make explicit. The term gratitudo was coined
in the scholastic period, and gradually replaced the classical and early Chris-
tian use of gratia for both gift and the return gift of gratitude. By the end of
the thirteenth century, in fact, gratitude had replaced gift giving as a focus of
detailed attention.®® By the fourteenth century, gratitude had become some-
thing more than a fitting response in a binary exchange between a king and
a nobleman, or between equally ranking aristocrats. It had grown up into a
complete stance of the Christian before God. Children were drilled in the
proverbial wisdom contained in the Awuctores Octo: “Be not ungrateful to
God if you wish to be graced . . . he is called ‘ingrate’ who is improperly
grateful to a benefactor, by forgetting or by not rendering in return or by
harming.”®! Johannes de Bromyard, an English Dominican of the fifteenth
century, included lengthy entries on Gratia and Gratitudo in his 1485 man-
ual of preaching, the Summa pracdicantium. He linked ingratitude to ava-
rice, and saw anxiety and sadness (¢7isticia et anxietas) as the causes of this
disposition: “[Jlust as love makes a man generous, so sadness and anxiety
of heart make him hard to God and to his family and friends. For a heart
inwardly closed in sadness causes the purse to be outwardly closed, so that
the man does not give alms. And it frequently happens that he who has
received more from God gives less to him. But in behaving thus, these people
harm themselves more than God or the poor.”s?
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Scholasticism itself can be described as a form of academic gratitude.
Scholasticism was defined by its social location—the scholastics were school-
men, university theologians, rather than monks or bishops. But scholas-
tics also aimed to provide a unified intellectual outlook for the whole of
Christendom,®® and in order to accomplish that task the scholastics had to
prove the coherence of the Christian tradition. By careful linguistic and logi-
cal analysis, by their fine-grained distinctions, they were able to show that
Augustine agreed with Gregory, and that both agreed with Moses, Jesus,
and Paul. Degeneration into wooden traditionalism was a risk inherent in
the project, a risk that later scholasticism did not escape. It was not clear that
scholastics made room for the original disruption of Christian “ingratitude.”
At the time it emerged, however, it provided a powerful set of tools for theo-
logical reflection, powered by grateful reception, respect, and exposition of
the entire Christian tradition.

Theologians sometimes found it necessary to correct common practice.
Through much of the Middle Ages, wealthy families gave benefits to monas-
teries to fulfill the requirement of almsgiving. In his handbooks for preach-
ers, Johannes de Bromyard, however, highlights more directly the need for
the wealthy to give benefits to the actual poor. After telling of a caliph who
died in his besieged capital with his gold because he loved it more than
the people he should have been defending, Johannes draws this conclusion:
“Demons occupy the rich and greedy if they refuse to hire mercenaries, the
poor, that through them they may be delivered in the day of death.”®* Giving
to the poor is the way that one can offer gratitude, the return gift, to God,
and thus be saved.

The works of Vincent of Beauvais point to one of the factors that con-
tributed to the rising interest in gratitude in the high Middle Ages. Shift-
ing economic patterns and structures were remaking European society, and
the scholastic theologians of the universities were keen to understand and
evaluate the new trends. Scholastics condemned the practice of usury, some-
times on the grounds that usury interfered with the more charitable practice
of doing favors without expectations of rewards. Geraldus Odonis states in
a commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics that “the usurer refuses to do free of
charge what benefits another without loss to himself.”*®* Without an act of
self-sacrifice, a loan cannot be considered truly charitable. Vincent, how-
ever, regarded gratitude as a form of legitimate usury. Gratitude requires not
only a recognition of benefits received but also return on those benefits, and
Vincent cited Seneca’s Epistle 81 on ingratitude to reinforce his conclusion
that “it is fraud to accept what one cannot repay.” It is not enough to repay;
repayment must contain an element of surplus. Anyone who refuses to return
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a gift in excess of the benefit (cum usura) is ungratetul (¢ngratii).®® Thus,
“Gratitudo . . . provides a metaphorical ‘surplus’ or category of profit even in
loans of money where monetary profit was officially condemned as it was not
in other kinds of exchange.”?’

The standard account of gratitude in the later Middle Ages was that of
Thomas Aquinas. A summary of his comments on the subject circulated in
the Speculum morale, regarded at the time as the work of Vincent of Beauvais
but more recently recognized as an anonymous anthology.®® For Thomas,
gratitude is a virtue “annexed” to justice.® Justice is defined in terms of
equality: “we call our deeds just if they return quid pro quo to others (e.g.,
the payment of wages due for services rendered).””? The equivalence required
by justice can be of several kinds. In some cases, there is a natural equiva-
lence, and this gives rise to natural right, but in other cases, the equivalence
is established by consent, either by the consent of two contracting parties or
by the general consent of a community. This latter category of equivalences
is established by human will, and Thomas speaks of this as positive justice.
This is valid, but the human will cannot, by itself, make something intrinsi-
cally unjust to be just. A community may agree that theft is lawful, but that
does not make it just. Every virtue is “a habit that is the source of good acts,”
a habit being an innate, infused, acquired disposition toward a particular
kind of action or behavior, and justice is no exception.”! Since virtues are
manifested in habits that produce good acts, and since virtues are defined in
terms of the good acts that constitute the proper matter of the virtue, it is
possible to say that “justice concerns things in relation to other things as its
proper matter.” Justice is located in the will, so that “acts of justice should
be voluntary,” and since virtues need to be enduring and not momentary,
justice must be defined as an enduring disposition to act in a particular way.
Again, “[t]he subject matter of justice consists of external actions insofar as
they or the things we use through them are related to other persons, and
justice directs us in relation to them. But we say that what is, in equal pro-
portion, due other persons belongs to them. And so the proper act of justice
consists only of rendering to others what is due them.””?

Annexed virtues must have something in common with the principal
virtue to which they are annexed. Thus, gratitude has something in com-
mon with justice—it renders a person what is due to him. All the virtues
annexed to justice have this quality of being “directed to another person.”
But the annexed virtues fall short of the perfection of the virtue to which
they are annexed. This happens in two ways: first, when a virtue falls short
of justice with respect to equality (of persons or of things exchanged); sec-
ond, when a virtue falls short “of the aspect of due.” Religion is annexed
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to justice, but since we are not equals with God and cannot return to him
what he has given us, piety is not justice. Filial piety falls short of justice in
the same way. Gratitude falls short of justice because of an imperfection in
the aspect of due. Due is of two kinds, legal and moral. Legal due “is that
which one is bound to render by reason of a legal obligation.” This sort of
due is the proper matter of justice. Moral due “is that to which one is bound
in respect of the rectitude of virtue.” Gratitude falls into this latter category,
and thus falls short of justice. Aquinas further distinguishes different senses
of “due.” Due is a kind of necessity, and it is a necessity in the sense that
without it “moral rectitude cannot be ensured.” This can be examined from
the perspective of the debtor who owes the thing due, or from the perspec-
tive of the person to whom it is due. In the latter case, when we consider due
by comparing the reward received with good things that have been done,
we come to gratitude as annexed to justice. Citing Tully, he concludes that
gratitude is “recollecting the friendship and kindliness shown by others, and
in desiring to pay them back.””?

Against this background, Aquinas details three features of gratitude,
and conversely of ingratitude. Gratitude involves recognition, expression
of thanks, and repayment “at a suitable place and time according to one’s
means.””* Because the order of destruction reverses the order of generation,
ingratitude develops in the opposite way: “the first degree of ingratitude is
when a man fails to repay a favor, the second when he declines to notice or
indicate that he has received a favor, while the third and supreme degree is
when a man fails to recognize the reception of a favor, whether by forgetting
it or in any other way.” Ingratitude has three degrees, which again correspond
to the three features of gratitude: “it belongs to the first degree of ingrati-
tude to return evil for good, to the second to find fault with a favor received,
and to the third to esteem kindness as though it were unkindness.””®

For Aquinas, gratitude is not a purely psychological reality, but neces-
sarily comes to expression (“thanks”) and creates a debt that ought to be
repaid, though the form and timing of the repayment vary. In a political
setting, these features take on a somewhat different coloration, but Aquinas’
triad is still workable. A populace is grateful to its rulers, for instance, when
it acknowledges the benefits it receives from their government, when it gives
public expression of thanks (which could take a variety of forms, from vot-
ing to patriotic celebrations), and when it repays those benefits (by, among
other things, obeying laws and maintaining order). Shakespeare’s ungrateful
political figures fail at each of these three points—they fail to acknowledge
receipt of benefits, to express thanks, and to repay for benefits received.
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Aquinas argues that repayment of debts of gratitude should tend to
exceed the original benefit. Gratitude should have an element of “usury,”
and that is because it is a just (equivalent) response to a gratuitous gift:

[G]ratitude regards the favor received according to the intention of the bene-
factor; who seems be deserving of praise, chiefly for having conferred the
favor gratis without being bound to do so. Wherefore the beneficiary is under
a moral obligation to bestow something gratis in return. Now he does not
seem to bestow something gratis, unless he exceeds the quantity of the favor
received: because so long as he repays less or an equivalent, he would seem to
do nothing gratis, but only to return what he has received. Therefore grati-
tude always inclines, as far as possible, to pay back something more.”®

Grace is the appropriate repayment for grace received. While a gift imposes a
moral obligation to make return, that obligation is best discharged in a way
that highlights its gratuitous character. Though this tendency of gratitude
to exceed the initial benefit is difficult to envision politically (how do citi-
zens repay a general for saving their civilization from destruction?), it is at
least clear that Aquinas does not regard arithmetic equality in gratitude as
a good.””

Little of Aquinas’ account is distinctively Christian. Believing as he does
in creation, he recognizes that all things are gifts of God. He, of course,
endorses the Pauline exhortation to “give thanks in all circumstances. Yet
when he gives direct attention to gratitude, he follows Seneca and Tully to
give a slightly Christianized version of ancient reciprocity. In his work the
infinite circle of Christian gift and gratitude contracted, and this contraction
was perpetuated into the following centuries.

Mystical Gratitude

Broad notions of gratitude appear among medieval writers. A notion of
cosmic gift is inherent in the Christian notion of creation ex nihilo, but
Anselm of Canterbury was one of the first to tease out the implications. Cre-
ation has an agent, God, but creation has no preexisting material cause. The
“nothing” from which creation is made is an absolute privation. This is not
a specific lack, which would be the case for something that existed but was
wanting some good. The lack is not some potential awaiting actualization.
Nothing but God exists before creation, and so nothing has any potential
to be. Creation’s lack is absolute, a privation so radical that only after the
thing that was not comes into existence can we say that it lacked being prior
to its being made. Creation is thus an absolute gift, a gift that has a recipient
only in retrospect, only after the recipient receives the gift that gives it its
existence.”
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Following Seneca, Johannes Bromyard points out how animals are grate-
ful to their owners, and claims that gratitude is also the ordering principle
of plant life. Flowers take in the rays of the sun and “ceaselessly render back
bright colors and scent.” The visual and olfactory pleasures of flowers are the
product of their gratitude. How much more do humans have reason to thank
God, we who “day and night constantly receive benefits from God, both of
consolation and tribulation.” An ingrate is like a flower that says, “We do not
wish to give off odor in the day but in the night.” As a flower who refused
to repay the sun acts “against nature,” so too “the words and deeds of such
ingrates are against reason.””’

The implications of this creational cosmology were taken up among
Christian mystics who repeated and developed the cosmic gratitude that we
have already noted in Philo, Paul, and some of the early Christian writers.
Meister Eckhardt saw creation and especially of the incarnate Son as unparal-
leled gifts to human beings. Behind these gifts to men is the nature of God,
who is “of such a nature and of such an essence that he must give.” “That
man should receive God in himself is good, and by this reception he is a
virgin. But that God should become fruitful in him is better; for the fruitful-
ness of a gift is the only gratitude for the gift.” Enveloped by such gifts, one
can respond rightly only in gratitude, and this gratitude produces the reality
of God in the human soul. “If a human were to remain a virgin forever,” he
wrote, “he would never bear fruit. If he is to become fruitful, he must neces-
sarily be a wife,” and the word wife “is the noblest name that can be given to
the soul, and it is indeed more noble than ‘virgin.” That man should receive
God in himself is good, and by this reception he is a virgin. But that God
should become fruitful in him is better; for the fruitfulness of a gift is the
only gratitude for the gift. The spirit is wife when in gratitude it gives birth
in return and bears Jesus back into God’s fatherly heart.” Gratitude for the
gift of Jesus is the means to the deepest union with God: “In the abstract
Godhead there is no activity: the soul is not perfectly beatified until she casts
herself into the desolate Deity where neither act nor form exists and there,
merged in the void, loses herself: as self she perishes, and has no more to do
with things than she had when she was not. Now, dead to self, she is alive
in God.”®

Other spiritual writers put gratitude and ingratitude in the center of
their contemplation of God. Catherine of Siena instructs one Nanna to recall
with gratitude the fact that Jesus bought her not with silver or gold but
with his own life’s blood. Contemplation of this truth is a protection against
forgetfulness and arouses “holy and sweet gratitude” for the immeasurable
love of God.?! Unlike Eckhardt, Catherine does not view gratitude as the
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highest state of union with God. In the highest stages of love, “self-love is
so lost that even gratitude is left behind, and man loves himself and God for
the sake of God alone.”® Mystics can ascend beyond the circle of gift and
gratitude into a union where love becomes fully agapic, completely self-less.®?
On the other side, Teresa of Avila castigated herself for her “ingratitude and
wickedness” toward God, because she had forgotten all his favors.®* Her
ingratitude was so deep that she “deserved hell” for it,*® yet her very consid-
eration of her “vileness and ingratitude” made her soul tender and brought
her some consolation.®®

In important respects, this mystical tradition captures the original Chris-
tian expansion of gratitude. Gratitude is not confined to one-on-one circular
benefactions but embraces all of life. It is the movement of the soul to God.
Yet at the same time, the mystics sometimes ended up in tangles similar to
those of Aristotle.?” As Aristotle’s aspiration toward philosophical theoria
eventually nullified the need for gift-and-gratitude relations with friends, so
mystical flights tended to leave the church and fellow believers behind. In
place of an infinite circle joining givers and receivers with the divine Giver,
mystics tended to draw a small circle that encompassed only “me and God.”
For mystics, gratitude to God does not encompass but cancels the exchanges
of ecclesial and social life.

Conclusion and Prospects

The medieval practice of donations, already questionable, became increas-
ingly commercialized after the twelfth century, as gifts to monasteries
became more and more calculated and contractual. Specific numbers and
types of prayers and rites were specified when donations were made. The
monks performed religious service for pay. In France, quid pro quo gifts
to “God’s poor” became increasingly common after the eleventh century.®
During the last centuries of the medieval period, the church began to apply
the principles of the new monetary economy to the supernatural system of
salvation. What were once conceived as “gift exchanges” were increasingly
viewed as purchases.® It was only a matter of time before someone would
start singing about copper coins ringing in coffers to send souls springing
from Purgatory.
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Monster Ingratitude

From its earliest emergence and throughout the Middle Ages, the Christian
church’s central religious rite was the Eucharist, a thanksgiving offering and
meal, which became known as the Mass (from the dismissal at the end of the
Latin mass, zte missa est). Medieval Christians viewed it as a gift exchange.
In the early medieval period, it was an oblatio offered by the entire com-
munity of the faithful.! Laymen participated in the great cucharistic offering
through the offertory, often enacted as a procession of gifts, including bread
and wine, toward the eucharistic altar. When the Council of Macon (585)
learned that some churches had deviated from the divine mandatum that
required them to offer the “host” (hostiam) at the altar, it decreed that all
men and women bring an offering of bread and wine each Sunday (0blatio ab
ommnibus vivis el mulieribus offevarur tam panis quam vini).>

It was not a free linear gift. So long as the faithful offered the gifts in
the spirit of Abel, offering their heart with bread and wine, they could be
confident that through these offerings (immolations) they were obtaining
remission of sins.? In the Missale Gothicum of the eighth century the gifts
are offered with the prayer that God would sanctify and receive the gifts,
and also to absolve sins (per ea placates peccata nostra).* Behind the practice
of the Offertory was the Augustinian idea that the “whole redeemed com-
munity, that is to say the congregation and fellowship of the saints, is offered
to God as a universal sacrifice through the great Priest who oftered himself
in his suffering for us.” Through the gift, the church not only was cleansed
of sin but also became the one body of the head, Jesus.® Christians may not
have looked for a material countergift, but they expected spiritual benefit
when they offered the sacrifice of the Mass.®

99
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Two key changes took place over the course of the Middle Ages. On the
one hand, the participation of the laity in the eucharistic rite declined to the
vanishing point. The Offertory was slowly eliminated, and with the Grego-
rian reforms of the eleventh century a fissure opened up between the roles of
laity and priest in the great Christian ritual of gratitude. Clergy alone began
to eat the bread and drink the wine, and architectural and other liturgical
changes reinforced clerical sacredness. Cloisters and choirs were marked off
from clergy, the priest celebrated the Eucharist silently with his back to the
congregation and often with no congregation present, the people no longer
brought forward the bread and wine, and the host was changed from the
bread of the “lay” table to specially prepared wafers. Communal offering
per sacerdotes became a sacerdotal sacrifice pro populo.” Priests became quasi-
brokers in a patronage system; they offered the sacrifice for the people, were
able to win the favor of God, and were the conduits for the distribution of
gifts to the entire people. The people no longer enjoyed a direct gift-and-
gratitude relationship with God.

The other development was the commercialization of the Mass.® The
Mass had long been conceived as a gift that evoked a countergift of forgive-
ness from God. Yet over the course of the Middle Ages, the rise of votive and
private masses, as well as mass stipends, turned the gift exchange into some-
thing closer to a sale. Most masses of the Middle Ages did not take place in
the gathered congregation, but in private, in monastic cells where monks
chanted Mass after Mass on behalf of a paying patron. By their stipend,
Christians could purchase a cleric’s time to say Mass on their behalf. Masses
were paid for to expiate particular sins, and penitential manuals specified
how many penances could be removed by the performance of a mass. One
mass could replace seven or twelve days of penitential fast, and the purchase
of twenty masses could take the place of fasts over seven or nine months.
Eventually, “precisely calculated price lists emerged.”® The thanksgiving rite
of the church was partially taken from the realm of the gift and placed in the
realm of commercial exchange.

The transformation of the Mass was a result, a signal, and a cause of a
revolution in Western religion. It centered on gifts and gratitude, in theory
and in practice.'”

Grace and Gift

Jesus was an ingrate. So were the Reformers. They rejected the church’s
settled tradition. They did not show gratitude to priests and bishops through
whom the gifts of God were distributed. They brought innovation and
confusion.
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Reformers throughout the late medieval period raised objections to the
narrow circle of Catholic reciprocity. Crassly commercial explanations of
alms and donations to the church and monastery were condemned, and more
subtle explanations of the circle of exchange were offered. Late medieval
scholastics attempted to steer between a sacramental system that imposed a
debt of gratitude on God himself and a system that seemed to leave noth-
ing for humans to do. Gabriel Biel cut through the dilemma by developing
a form of “covenant” theology using the analogy of the king’s lead coin to
explicate his doctrine of salvation. In times of economic crisis, when precious
specie was rare, kings would issue coins made of lead. Though the lead had
little or no value, a lead coin had economic value by the sheer decree of the
king. Cheap lead coins counted as gold coins on the king’s authority. Like
lead coins, human works have no value in themselves before God and do not
put God in our debt. No creature can ever make an adequate return on gifts
received from the Creator and Redeemer. But God graciously accepts human
works as an adequate expression of gratitude. In the covenant of redemption,
he has promised to accept lead as the purest gold. Biel claimed that God does
not deny grace to those who do the best with the leaden works they already
possess.!! Sophisticated theologies of this sort, however, barely penetrated
the popular consciousness.!? Closer to the popular consciousness was the
legendary jingle of Jan Eck—as soon as the copper rings, the soul from pur-
gatory springs. It was a jingle of reciprocity. Coins jingled in his collection
can as they rolled around in a narrow late medieval circle.

Beginning with his Ninety-Five Theses, Martin Luther protested the sale
of indulgences on the basis of a fresh understanding of grace and gift. The
pope’s pardons are not the same as “that inestimable gift of God by which
man is reconciled to Him,” and Luther warned that men had to be on
guard against anyone who confuses the two."* The pope can relieve only the
penalties of sacramental satisfaction, which are created by human beings in
the first place."* Most fundamentally, the verus thesaurus ecclesine is not the
accumulated merits of the saints but “the Most Holy Gospel of the glory
and grace of God.”"® Luther recognized that the gospel of sheer gift that he
preached was fundamentally incompatible with the medieval church’s the-
ology and religious practice. Not only the sale of indulgences but also the
theology and some of the practice of the Mass would have to be revised. In
The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther struck at the center of the
medieval system, not by rejecting the gift but by radicalizing it. The Mass,
he said, was no gift exchange, no human work performed to win favors
from God. It is the gift of God to His people, to be received with faith and
gratitude.®
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Luther’s mature theology was a gift theology from beginning to end.
Some medieval scholastics had characterized creation in terms of “cause,”
but Luther, picking up a thread from both Anselm and the medieval mystical
tradition, insisted that creation, like the eucharistic bread and wine, is sheer
gift. It is not only creation that is given but also the Creator: “we see how the
Father has given to us himself with all creation.”"” In an innovative formula,
he described Christ himself as a donum to be received before he is an exem-
plum to be imitated: “The main teaching and central point of the Gospel is
that before you take Christ as an example, you receive and recognize him as
a gift and present, given to you by God and belonging to you—so that, when
you see or hear that he does or suffers something, you do not doubt that
Christ himself with such doing and suffering is yours, upon which doing
and suffering you may no less rely than if you had done it yourself, indeed,
than if you were Christ himself. Behold, that is what it means to have under-
stood the gospel rightly, that is the abundant goodness of God, which no
prophet, no apostle, no angel has ever fully expressed, which no heart can
cver adequately marvel at or grasp.”'® In his Larger Catechism, he summed
up the entire history of redemption as a story of God’s self-donation:

Here are the three persons and the one God, who has given himself entirely
to us all, with all that he is and has. The Father gives himself to us with heaven
and earth together with all creatures, that must serve and be useful to us. But
through Adam’s fall such a gift has become hidden in darkness and useless.
On this account the Son thereafter also gave himself to us, granted us all his
works, his suffering, his wisdom and righteousness, and reconciled us to the
Father, in order that restored to life and righteousness, we might also know
and have the Father and his gifts. Because, however, such grace would not be
useful to anyone where it was so secretly hidden and could not come to us,
the Holy Spirit thus comes and gives himself to us entirely: that One teaches
us to know that benefit of Christ which has been shown to us, helps to receive
and retain it, to use it profitably, to distribute it, to increase and further it.*

Despite what is often claimed, Luther did not turn the circle of biblical gift
and gratitude into a linear divine gift, or human works into a pure dissemi-
nation. The grace of justification was wholly unmerited, but along with that
grace God gave a gift that effectively made the sinner into a righteous per-
son.?” The Christ who indwells the believer is a living and active Christ, and
when a believer responds to the gift of Christ in grateful faith, he produces
good works. For Luther, faith fulfills the law because faith acknowledges
God as God in obedience to the first commandment.?! Luther was not an
enemy of the fruit of works; what he attacked was the notion that a thorn
bush can produce apples. Works do not make the Christian a Christian, but
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once made a Christian by the indwelling Christ, a person does works out of
gratitude to God.

This “reciprocity” of gracious gift and grateful faith is evident in Luther’s
cucharistic theology. While rejecting every notion of eucharistic sacrifice as
a self-justifying good work, he insisted that there is a return for the gift of
the body and blood of Christ, a return made possible &y the prior gift. It is
not a return of things, but a self-offering in thanksgiving. “We offer bread
and wine,” Luther acknowledges, “solely for the purpose of giving thanks.”
Alternatively, he says that we offer “ourselves, and all that we have, with
constant prayer.” He can even speak of an offering of Christ to the Father,
since the believer’s self-offering is acceptable only insofar as he is in Christ.??

For Calvin, grateful reception meant distribution and dissemination.
Not antinomian anarchy, but grateful obedience to God’s law is the proper
response to grace. As with Luther, this is enacted liturgically in the Lord’s
Supper. Those who receive the gift of the Eucharist are obliged to love one
another. As in Augustine, the eucharistic meal forms a body of mutual ser-
vice and ministry. Calvin emphasized indiscriminate and cheerful charity,
and recognized the danger that gifts might “subjugate a person to whom
you have done a benefit by making him obliged to you.” Instead, Calvin
insisted that one member of the body ought not be “obliged to work for the
other parts because they are currently working for it.”?* Like Luther, Calvin
emphasized the Eucharist as God’s gift, a divine banquet that forms a com-
munity, and he complained in satiric tones about the “little sacrificers” who
performed private Masses outside the presence of the community. Catho-
lics, Calvin argued, not Protestants, are the ones who unleash the corrosive
power of individual religion on the church.*

In social life, Protestants continued to operate by the etiquette of gift
and gratitude, and this etiquette was reinforced theologically. When the
Geneva Catechism asked, “Are we not to feel grateful to men whenever they
have conferred any kindness on us,” the answer was “Certainly.” After all,
God sends our benefactors so that “through their hands, as rivulets . . .
blessings . . . flow from the inexhaustible fountain of his liberality.” God
himself thus “lays us under obligation,” and God wants us to acknowledge
benefactors with thanks. Whoever “does not show himself grateful to them
by so doing, betrays his ingratitude to God.”? Biblicist that he was, Calvin
acknowledged the “reciprocity” texts in the New Testament, but there is a
hint of defensiveness in his commentary. God is a rewarder of those who seek
them, the writer to the Hebrews says, and for him this is a central dimen-
sion of genuine faith. Calvin affirmed that “no one will be in a suitable
state of heart to seek God except a sense of the divine goodness be deeply
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felt,” but under the contested circumstances of the Reformation, he added
immediately that “many shamefully pervert this clause” by turning it into
a text about “the merits of works” to reinforce their “conceit about deserv-
ing.” True seeking of God involves “the conviction that he deserves eternal
death” and a deep sense of “self despair.”?¢ Elsewhere, Calvin emphasized
the eschatological structure of Christian reciprocity, encouraging hope for
a promised reward to the end of time. Commenting on Jesus’ promise that
the Father who sees in secret will reward openly, Calvin notes that Jesus adds
this promise because foolish men “think they have lost their pains, if there
have not been many spectators of their virtues.” On the contrary, “God does
not need a strong light to perceive good actions.” Jesus cures “the disease of
ambition” by pointing his disciples to God and reminding his hearers that
rewards will come “when the dawn of the last day shall arise, by which all
that is now hidden in darkness shall be revealed.”?”

There is a shadow of Aristotelian individualism lurking in Calvin’s claim
that the strong members of the body benefit the weak, without expecting
any return gift.?® And Calvin occasionally sounded like an advocate of pure
altruistic giving. Yet because Calvin stuck so close to the biblical sources, he
continued to think in terms of a circle close to the infinite circle of the New
Testament and the early church. Christians receive gifts gratuitously from
God, pass on those gifts in serving others, which constitute a form of “sacri-
fice,” and give alms as “a token of gratitude” toward God.*

Other Reformers dealt with the “reward” texts of the New Testament
in a variety of ways. Pierre du Moulin pointed out that what Matthew calls a
reward Luke calls “grace” (charis).?® Miles Coverdale insisted on the Augus-
tinian point that rewards given to the believer crowned only God’s own
works. The works that receive a reward are the Lord’s works in the believer,
who “useth us as instruments of his,”* and William Perkins made a simi-
lar point when he claimed that reward is not given to the one who works
but “for Christs merits apprehended by faith,” so that the correlation is not
between “our merit” and the reward but because “Christs merit, and our
reward.”®? Thomas Cartwright likewise insisted that the fact that there are
degrees of reward in glory, as there are degrees of piety in life, “doth not
overthrow the free and undeserved grace of God.” Neither should be seen to
open “the wicket for . . . blasphemous Merit to enter in by.”?

But the affirmation of sola gratia put pressure on Protestant theologians
to minimize or deny the circularity of the New Testament’s teaching on
grace. The tensions are especially apparent in the work of William Tyndale.
While admitting that the Bible speaks of rewards, he effectively cancelled out
the expectation of reciprocity. Whatever we do “must we do freely, after the
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example of Christ, without any other respect, save our neighbour’s wealth
only; and neither look for reward in the earth, nor yet in heaven.”** Good
works do not in any sense elicit a response from God, but only “testify” and
“certify” that grace is at work in the believer. What is called a reward is actu-
ally only the natural result of good living.3 Tyndale repeatedly returns to a
linear conception of the gift: “he that worketh of pure love without seek-
ing of reward, worketh truly.”? In later Reformed theology, furthermore,
concerns about eternal election swallowed up Calvin’s own rich, and richly
ecclesial, eucharistic piety, and as a result edged toward a linear concep-
tion of gift and gratitude. Calvinist theology often operates on a vaguely
defined sacred-secular dichotomy that turns the medieval circle into a line:
The sacred realm (Eucharist, justification) is the realm of divine gift and
grateful human reception, but leaves no space for the worshiper to make a
return gift; in the secular realm of daily life, givers give in a line that does
curve around to become a return gift while recipients receive and express
thanks but without incurring any obligation to return a countergift. In both
realms, the circle of reciprocity is flattened. In both realms, thanks is reduced
to an attitude of gratitude, unexpressed liturgically, or at best is expressed in
obedience that is #oz considered a return gift.?”

Treatises on the “arts of giving” were popular among the Puritans of
the Reformed Church of England, and in these, as well as in catechisms and
sermons, English Protestants emphasized the duty of generosity. In his ser-
mon on Christian charity (1651), Edward Willan captured the precise sense
of the infinite circle of the Bible: “Hee that giveth to the poore lendeth to
the Lord, and hee that lendeth him shall again receive his owne with usury.
The Lord himself is the poore mans surety and he that hath his suretyship
is sure. Give then and it shall be given to you.”? An overtone of threat hov-
ers over most of these manuals. Most of the writers on gifts warn about the
dangers of profligate gifts to unworthy recipients, and in the courtesy books
of the same era Greek and Roman sources, including Seneca, are cited to
support the early modern patronage system that engulfed English society.®®
A Protestant emphasis on one-sided gratuity and altruism also emerges in
these treatises, a harbinger of the future ethics and theology.*® While Prot-
estants at times affirm the infinite circle of the Bible, there is a tendency to
flatten it into a line of pure grace and altruistic giving.

Perhaps no one in the sixteenth century captured the conflict between
Protestant and Catholic sensibilities about gift and gratitude as well as Rabe-
lais in Gargantua and Pantagruel. The trickster Panurge revels in debt. Debt
makes the world go round. It fosters charity, because lenders wish their debt-
ors long life to ensure that they get repaid. If we gained nothing from others,
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we would be unlikely to risk life and limb to save life. Sun, moon, ecarth,
and planets remain harmonious by mutual loans and debts, and the feet
carry the body that the eyes guide because each part hopes to receive help
from the others. As the blood circulates through all parts of the body, they
all return the favor en reconnaissance, out of gratitude. Debt brings “Peace,
Love, Delight, Faithfulness, tranquility, feasts, joy, jubilation; gold, silver,
petty cash, chains, rings, and merchandise will skip from hand to hand.”
When all are indebted to all, “Will not this be the golden age in the reign
of Saturn?”*!' It has psychological benefits as well, since being free of debts
leaves everyone isolated and unwanted. Creditors pay regard only because of
what is owed. Pantagruel will have none of it: “You shall owe to none, saith
the holy Apostle, anything save love, friendship, and a mutual benevolence.”
Better to “work and win” than to borrow. Besides, in reality, universal debt
does not the utopia that Panurge suggests. Lenders are frightening; debtors
lie and cheat.*?

The Very Modern Prince

As Rabelais’ satiric debate indicates, the religious debates over gift, grati-
tude, and reciprocity were intertwined with wide-ranging social, political,
and economic shifts. Democratic Athens provided some of the inspiration.
In Athens, democracy was virtually defined as the separation of gift-and-
gratitude networks from political power. But the nearer precedent came
from the church, which in the eleventh century began a wholesale assault on
the sin of simony, the purchase of church offices named for Simon Magus,
an opponent of the apostle Peter. In the earlier Middle Ages, “access to high
office was largely a matter of gift,” but after the eleventh century the church
began to purge out the simoniacs. Pope Gregory I had rigorously defined
the sin of simony already in the seventh century. Not only cash payments
but even gaining office by flattery and networking were condemned. He
treated all forms of reciprocity within the church’s hierarchy as sale. By the
cleventh century, Gregory’s strictures had become absolutized, joined with
a demand for purity by an elimination of the impure influence of gifts.*?
Another Gregory, Gregory VII, revived Gregory I’s strict notion of simony
and used it to liberate the church from lay patronage and control and break
the bonds between gratitude and office.

During the early medieval period, gifts were as fundamental to civic
office as to church office, but following the church’s lead late medieval towns
applied something like the strictures on simony to their conferral of political
power. The cities of the Swiss Confederacy drew a bright line between legiti-
mate public gifts and illegitimate secret gifts. City officials kept thorough
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records of gifts received by the city and gifts given to visiting dignitaries,
honorable citizens, and the like. Open gift giving was encouraged. Giving
to visiting dignitaries was one of the main ways that a city gained prestige.
At the public level, a variation of the old system of the honor gift was still
operative. A generous city could depend on gaining a reputation for gener-
osity. What was new, however, was the condemnation of miet, private gifts,
which were thought to “soften” officials who should rule with hardy justice.
Miet made rulers effeminate, and were metaphorically linked with sexual
transgression, sodomy, and prostitution. Theologically, the secret gift was a
Judas gift, a gift that seduced the recipient into a perverse form of gratitude,
into treachery.**

Dolities ruled by princes and kings were undergoing a shift in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries as well. Largesse and liberality were no lon-
ger the main tools of power, as they had been from the time of Beowulf. The
invention and spread of gunpowder undermined the value of large troops of
horse. The age of the knight was over, and the age of the professional, paid
soldier was beginning. Wages rather than largesse kept a king’s armies happy.
Flattering courtiers replaced fighting knights. Gifts and favors were still the
currency of prestige at court, and courtiers cajoled to gain and retain their
sovereign’s good graces, but a courtier was no longer practically necessary as
knights had been.*® Benefits and gratitude in this setting lose some of their
political heft; gratitude becomes a matter of court etiquette, rather than a
part of a circle of political reciprocity. Early modern kings created their own
administrative stafts, paid by the crown and loyal to it, and turned them
into instruments of royal policy. The destruction of the gift-and-gratitude
polity of the Middle Ages was not an accident or a quasi-natural decline. It
was the result of deliberate efforts to centralize power with the king and to
break the complex networks of loyalties that had formed much of medieval
political life.*¢

Despite these political shifts, the dynamics of gift, benefit, and grati-
tude remained important for early modern political theorists. Machiavelli’s
reflections on gratitude and ingratitude were, as one might expect, Machi-
avellian.*” Central to Machiavelli’s outlook on politics were worries about
the vicissitudes of time and a manly determination to overcome them. He
admired the Romans, who would not have accepted the sixteenth-century
advice to “bide the advantages of time.” Rather, they “preferred those of
their own valor and prudence.”*® Ambitious men like the Romans are made
for great things. Nothing, he writes, is “more difficult and dangerous, or
more doubtful of success, than an attempt to introduce a new order of things
in any state.”* One cannot rely on time, nor on benefactors. Anyone who
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remains subject to the “will and the fortune of those who bestowed great-
ness upon them” is relying on “two most uncertain and variable things.”
Nor should a prince rely on his generosity to win friends: “Whoever thinks
that amongst great personages recent benefits will cause old injuries to be
forgotten, deceives himself greatly.”*® Virtu, boldness, cunning are neces-
sary to achieve one’s political aims.

Still, gratitude plays a political role in Machiavelli’s political universe. He
takes up the traditional view that gifts impose debts and win favors from the
recipients. Princes need to beware of the alliances they make: “when a prince
declares himself gallantly in favour of one side, if the party with whom he
allies himself conquers, although the victor may be powerful and may have
him at his mercy, yet he is indebted to him, and there is established a bond of
amity.” This is a position of strength, since “men are never so shameless as to
become a monument of ingratitude by oppressing you.” After all, “victories
are never so complete that the victor must not show some regard, especially to
justice.” Gratitude paid dividends over generations. Machiavelli approvingly
quotes a speech from a man who repays a debt of gratitude by giving an estate
to the son of his benefactor: “in order that thou shouldst not only possess the
estate which thy father left, but also that which my fortune and abilities have
gained, I have never married, so that the love of children should never deflect
my mind from that gratitude which I owed to the children of thy father.”*!

As traditional as Machiavelli’s advice seems, his political instincts are
quite different. The distance between Machiavelli and earlier writers on
political reciprocity is clearest in his treatment of liberality.>? Machiavelli
admits that “it would be well to be considered liberal,” but immediately
warns that “liberality such as the world understands it will injure you.” He
clearly has in mind Christian generosity, which is to be performed in secret.
A prince gains nothing by showing liberality in secret, since when liberal-
ity is unknown “you will incur the disgrace of the contrary vice.” To gain
a reputation for liberality, the prince must commit himself to displays of
generosity. But here lies a trap: “A prince of this character will consume
by such means all his resources, and will be at last compelled, if he wishes
to maintain his name for liberality, to impose heavy taxes on his people,
become extortionate, and do everything possible to obtain money.” A prince
can be liberal from his own resources, from those of his people, or from the
wealth of others. Machiavelli advises that he must be “sparing” in using his
own wealth, but, especially if he is leading an army, he must be generous
with other people’s wealth. It is wise to “be very generous indeed with what
is not the property of yourself or your subjects, as were Cyrus, Caesar, and
Alexander.”®® In the Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli issues another warning
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against liberality. Conspiracies and seditions sometimes arise from a lack of
generosity on the part of a ruler. But the opposite can happen too: many
have become rebels “by an excess of benefits” as much as by an “excess of
wrongs.” In various Roman conspiracies, gifts stoked ambition to the point
that “nothing seemed wanting to complete their power and to satisty their
ambition but the Empire itself.” These efforts were failures. The conspirators
got what “their ingratitude deserved.”®*

Given the dangers and uncertainties of liberality, Machiavelli concludes
that the more prudent course is to risk appearing miserly. Over time, the
careful prince will actually win a reputation for generosity because by pre-
serving his wealth and refusing to burden his people “he is really liberal to
all those from whom he does not take, who are infinite in number, and nig-
gardly to all to whom he does not give, who are few.” Miserliness is a vice,
Machiavelli admits, but it is a necessary vice for those who want to maintain
power: “A prince must care little for the reputation of being a miser, if he
wishes to avoid robbing his subjects, if he wishes to be able to defend himself,
to avoid becoming poor and contemptible, and not to be forced to become
rapacious.”®

In the Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli reflects on the differences between
Rome and Athens with respect to ingratitude. Of these two “republican”
polities, Rome displayed less ingratitude toward citizens than Athens, and
the reason, he argues, is that “the Romans had less reason to suspect their
citizens than did the Athenians.” Ingratitude is linked here to suspicion,
and he immediately links suspicious ingratitude to tyranny. Romans never
lost their freedom, so “there was no great reason to be suspicious of them.”
Rulers had no reason to distrust the people. In Athens, however, liberty was
taken by Pisistratus. When liberty was again restored, the Athenians took
revenge for the loss and exiled “many excellent men.” Out of this came “the
practice of ostracism and every other violence which that City at various
times took up against her Nobility.” This contrast confirms the adage that
a people that recovers liberty stings more severely than a people that retains
it. The difference between the two cities, Machiavelli argues, has nothing
to do with the character of the two peoples; there is no moral judgment to
be made. If Romans had been deprived of liberty, they would have been as
ungrateful as the Athenians.®

From this particular comparison, Machiavelli offers a more general
reflection on the sources of political ingratitude and the question of whether
the prince or the people is more likely to display this vice. Ingratitude’s
sources are greed and suspicion. When a commander of the army is success-
ful on a military expedition, he deserves a reward from the people or prince.
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If they are avaricious and refuse to honor him, “they make an error that has
no excuse, but will leave behind for them an eternal infamy.” The danger
comes from the fact that “an injury is more apt to be repaid than a benefit,”
so that an unrewarded captain is a danger to the state. However burdensome
gratitude might seem, it is little to pay to prevent revenge. Greed must be
overcome and gratitude displayed.

Ingratitude that arises from suspicion is more excusable in Machiavelli’s
view. A captain who conquers territory for his lord gains glory and riches,
and “of necessity acquires so much reputation with his soldiers, with his
enemies, and with the Prince’s own subjects, that that victory can be dis-
tasteful to the Lord who had sent him.” The prince’s suspicions are reason-
able, and may even be exacerbated if the captain displays insolence and pride.
The prince is enticed to find ways to parry the captain’s rising reputation and
power. He might send him off on a suicide mission, or diminish the achieve-
ment by trying to show that the victory was not the result of the captain’s
virtu but rather a result of chance, or the enemy’s cowardice, or the skill of
the subordinate officers. Suspicion is in fact so natural and powerful that
the prince cannot defend himself, nor can the people. It becomes impossible
“to show gratitude toward those who, by victory under their ensigns, have
made great conquest.” Natural as it is, the suspicion that breeds ingratitude
is counterproductive and dangerous. A captain who is snubbed might well
become vengeful, “as happened under Caesar who took by fore that which
ingratitude denied him.” The people are suspicious of powerful military offi-
cers because they want to preserve their freedom, but when that instinct for
self-preservation inclines toward ingratitude, it inverts and establishes condi-
tions for the tyranny it aims to avoid.®”

Machiavelli offers a number of recommendations to princes to prevent
the suspicions that lead to ingratitude. Rather than sending a subordinate
to war, a prince “ought to go on his expeditions in person.” If he wins, “the
glory and the conquests are all theirs.” There is no one to whom a debt of
gratitude is owed. If others gain glory or they lose, it is clear that the prince is
not able to gain glory except by extinguishing the glory of others. On these
grounds, however, the injustice of the prince’s gratitude will be plain to all,
including himself, and he will be too shamed to act on it. The worst thing a
prince can do is to remain behind while he sends a captain to fight his battles
for him. If he does, he will invariably be stung by ingratitude, and a captain
can defuse the danger of ingratitude by two methods: “either immediately
after the victory he must leave the army and place himself in the hands of
the Prince, guarding himself from any insolent and ambitious act, so that
he (the Prince) despoiled of every suspicion has reason either to reward him
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or not to offend him, or if he does not please to do this, to take boldly the
contrary side, and take all those means through which he believed that that
conquest is his very own and not of his Prince, obtaining for himself the
good will of his soldiers and of the subjects, and must make new friendships
with his neighbors, occupy the fortresses with his men, corrupt the Princes
(Leaders) of his army, and assure himself of those he cannot corrupt, and
by these means seek to punish his Lord for that ingratitude that he showed
toward him.” These are the only options. If the captain is indecisive—if he is
unwilling to leave his army behind after a battle, or cannot bring himself to
be modest, or is unwilling to act aggressively to seize power—the delay and
indecision will destroy him.®®

Gratitude and ingratitude work differently within a Republican system.
A prince can lead an army; a republic cannot. Machiavelli commends the
practice of the Roman Republic: because of the Roman methods of govern-
ment, the city was always full of “men of virt#” who could fight and win
glory. Glory and praise were so diffused that the city had no cause to become
suspicious of individual heroes. Thus, “not being able by such methods to
generate suspicion, they did not generate ingratitude.” In sum, “a Republic
that does not want to have cause to be ungrateful ought to govern as Rome
did, and a Citizen who wants to avoid its sting ought to observe the limits
observed by the Roman Citizens.”

Machiavelli’s work reflects the ambiguities and lacunae that we will see
more fully in the next chapter’s discussion of Hobbes and Locke. In political
contexts, Machiavelli views gift giving and gratitude as practices and atti-
tudes to be managed in the interests of the prince and to maintain the peace
of the state. Given the manipulative thrust of much of what he writes on the
subject, it is striking to note the effusiveness of his gratitude toward patrons.
He opens The Prince with a preface to Lorenzo di Medici, where he reminds
him that it is “customary for those who wish to gain the favour of a prince
to endeavour to do so by offering him gifts of those things which they hold
most precious, or in which they know him to take especial delight.” Hav-
ing no horses, arms, cloth, gems, or gold to offer the prince, Machiavelli
offers the thing that is of highest value to him: “knowledge of the deeds of
great men.” He is certain that Lorenzo will receive the gift with favor, and
is satisfied that “it is not in my power to offer you a greater gift than that
of enabling you to understand in a very short time all those things which I
have learnt at the cost of privation and danger in the course of many years.”®?
While developing some of the same themes, the preface to the Discourses on
Livy criticizes writers who through ambition and greed praise princes for
virtuous qualities that are lacking rather than censuring them for their vices.
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Rather than flatter, Machiavelli dedicates the book “to those who by their
infinite good qualities” are worthy to be princes; he writes not for those
“who could load me with honors, rank, and wealth, but rather to those who
have the desire to do so, but have not the power.” Still, Machiavelli views
his writing in the context of relations of reciprocity. He offers the book as a
countergift to Zanobi Buondelmonti and Cosimo Rucellai in return for “the
obligations which I owe you.”!

Try as one might, no one in the sixteenth century could escape networks
of gift and obligation, patronage and gratitude. Gratitude’s nets snare all,
including those who imagine they possess the virtu to manage them.

Dramas of Ingratitude

The sixteenth century witnessed a wide-ranging disruption of traditional
patterns of reciprocity. The old religious forms of gift and gratitude were dis-
rupted by the Reformation, the rise of cities and of powerful princes and the
development of military technology chipped away at medieval politics of gift,
and the rise of the monetary economy recalibrated the balance of gifts and
commerce in European economic life. The proliferation of written contracts
was a sign that it was no longer possible to depend on traditional forms of
obligation. In France, other social dislocations upended families. Economic
growth and diversification gave children more choices than their parents
had had, which created anxiety among parents who wanted more control
over their family’s future. Wills were manipulated to give reinforcement to
familial bonds of gratitude.*?

Some responded to these shifts and dislocations by renouncing what
Montaigne called “the subtle science” of “benefit and gratitude.” Mon-
taigne insisted that men are freest when they can flee submission to obli-
gations of any kind. It is necessary to “live by law and authority, not by
reward and grace.” One should be able to say with Virgil, “the gifts of the
great are not known to me.” For Montaigne and most Europeans of the
seventeenth century, this “individualism” was still undergirded by theology.
Montaigne wanted to be liberated from human bonds and to owe duty only
to God.*®* Montaigne, Europe’s first “individualist,” is a very Pauline sort of
individualist.

Writers of the English Renaissance responded with propaganda denounc-
ing ingratitude and singing the praises of gratitude. They frequently cited
Xenophon’s account of ancient Persia’s severity toward ingratitude,®* and
Seneca’s De beneficiis was translated into English by Arthur Golding (1578)
and Thomas Lodge (1614).> It was a Renaissance truism that ingratitude
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was irrational, monstrous, unnatural, and unjust, a vice and a fount of fur-
ther evils, which could lead only to murder, theft, adultery, robbery, resent-
ment, and vengeance.®® Seneca’s charges against ingratitude were repeated
and repeated. The English medieval notion of kyndnesse, viewed as a central
feature of social ethics, remained in place, and as a result ingratitude was
not merely morally reprehensible but also socially destructive. “Concordia”
or friendship was seen as “commodius to the weale-publicke,”
ing mother of humane societie, the preseruer of states and politics,”” and
thankfulness was in turn essential to the preservation of concordia. Benefits
and gratitude for benefits were seen as the stuft of social bonds. Conversely,
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nothing, according to Arthur Golding’s translation of Seneca, “dooth so
much vnknit and plucke asunder the concorde of mankynd” as ingratitude,®
and ingratitude was seen as the solvent of bonds between “children and the
father, betweene brethren, kinsfolks & friends.”®” Ingratitude was often seen
as a political evil as well. Political gratitude functions at various levels—bind-
ing the present generation to the past, the rulers to the ruled, citizens to one
another—and thus ingratitude was recognized as a threat to the founda-
tions of political life. And, since humanity is fulfilled in political community,
ingratitude was seen as an assault on flourishing human life. Nicholas Breton
charged that ingratitude turns men into “Machauilian fiends.””® Ingrati-
tude is analogous to treason,”! and is itself an act of treason and a source of
revolt.”? Ingratitude is the vice common to the tyrant and the traitor.”?

Ingratitude continued to be politically significant. In the second book of
his 1531 The Boke Named the Gouvernour,” Thomas Elyot treats the vice of
ingratitude, which he describes as “the most damnable vice and most against
justice.” Elyot places gratitude and ingratitude in the context of friendship,
which is in turn concerned with the governor’s selection of friends and
favorites and the governor’s need to be cautious about flatterers and false
friends. Identitying ingratitude with “unkindness,” Elyot provides a series
of examples to define what this vice entails: “He is unkind which denies to
have received any benefit that indeed he has received; he is unkind that dis-
simules; he is unkind that recompenses not.” But the most vicious form of
unkindness is forgetfulness. One who fails to return on a benefit still has
some tokens of the benefit within, and these might later lead him to return
thanks in time. The forgetful “may never be kind, since all the benefit is
quite fallen from him.” In short, “where lacks remembrance, there is no hope
of any recompense.”

Forgetful ingratitude makes men worse than beasts. Even beasts can
remember a benefit after they have received it. A horse will allow the one
who feeds him and keeps him to ride; but anyone else who tries to ride
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“though he be a king,” the horse will throw. Animals in fact sometimes die
in defense of their masters, a sign of their memory and gratitude. Elyot cites
Pliny’s story of a dog who “so assaulted the murderer of his master in a great
assembly of people, that with barking and biting him, he compelled him at
the last to confess his offense.” Lions too show gratitude, though “of all
other beasts . . . account most fierce and cruell,” yet they “have in remem-
brance benefit showed unto him.”

Gratitude is the bond of friendship, and these bonds should remain
intact even if one or other of the friends advances in society: “How much
are they repugnant and (I might say enemies) both to nature and reason that
such one whom they have long known to be to them benevolent and joined
to them in a sincere and assured friendship, approved by infallible tokens,
ratified also with sundry kinds of benefits, they will condemn or neglect
being advanced by any good fortune.” Elyot lists several classical friend-
ships, but laments that no such friendships are evident in his own day, where
fair-weather friendships are the rule: “where at this day may be found such
friendship between two, but that where fortune is more benevolent to the
one than to the other the friendship wears tedious.” Once one advances, one
wants “to be matched with one having semblable fortune.” If an old friend
comes to misfortune, “he pities him, but he sorrows not, though he seem to
be sorrowful, yet he helps not.” Or, at best, he wishes to be seen to help, yet
“travails he not,” and though he wishes to be “seen to travail, yet he suffers
not.” Few “esteem friendship” to such an extent that they will “enter into
the displeasure not of his prince but of them whom he supposes may advance
his estimation toward his prince.” It is a rare man who will “displease his
new acquaintance equal with him in authority or fortune, for the defense,
help, or advancement of his ancient and well approved friend.” What kind
of times are they when the best examples of virtue are found among beasts
rather than men?

The anxieties of the age were represented dramatically in the plays of
William Shakespeare.” King Lear is a chilling dramatization of the filial
ingratitude of Lear’s “wolfish” daughters, Goneril and Regan, who display
a monstrous unkindness and ingratitude toward their aged father. The mis-
anthropy of Timon of Athensis a form of ingratitude as well. Gratitude and
ingratitude loom larger in Shakespeare’s Roman plays than elsewhere,”s and
it is in these plays that the political and cultural dimensions of gratitude
come to the fore. Dante might have written the lines about Brutus’ “unkind-
est,” because Shakespeare shared with Dante the belief that treachery was a
political expression of ingratitude.
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Shakespeare knew his Seneca, but for his Roman play Coriolanus he was
directly reliant on Plutarch, who called attention to the way gratitude and
ingratitude provided the impulse of the story. Having lost his father early in
life, Coriolanus feels an unusual sense of filial gratitude toward his mother,
Volumnia.”” This is the key to the resolution of the story. When Coriolanus
is exiled from Rome, his mother comes to woo him back to his mother city.
She manipulates him with appeals to gratitude. Can it be wrong, she que-
ried, for a great man to remember the benefits he has received from his par-
ents? Coriolanus is not such a man; in fact he has proven himself an enemy
of all ingratitude in his very attack on Rome’s ingratitude: “Surely for no
man were it seemly to cherish gratitude than for thee, who does so bitter
proceed against ingratitude.” But he has forgotten himself; while he pun-
ishes his country’s failings, he falls into the same because he has “not shown
thy mother any gratitude.””® When he withdraws from Rome and returns
to the Volscian camp, his Volscian enemies worry that he will win the affec-
tion of the men because “his earlier achievements secured him a gratitude
which outweighed his later fault.” To head oft this danger, they interrupt his
speech, crying out that Coriolanus was traitor and tyrant and not fit to live.””

Uncannily contemporary, Coriolanus is replete with the stuft of day-
to-day political life: handlers, plots, propaganda, demagoguery, street riots,
restive mobs, corrupt electioneering, and manipulations on all sides, all set
against the background of a constitutional crisis and famine.®® At a first read-
ing or viewing, the whole play unfolds against the backdrop of the parable
of the stomach, told to the assembled plebs by the patrician Menenius in the
first scene.®! All the organs of the body rebel against the stomach because,
though “idle and inactive,” it gets the first share of food. Deliberately and
gravely and “with a kind of smile,” the stomach explains, that he receives
the food first only to send it through the inferior veins that keep the rest
of the body in health (1.1.134-46).82 Menenius’ is a vision of a “mutually
participate” social body, bound together by reciprocal benefit and assistance.
Instead of enviously and ungratefully complaining against the patricians,
the plebs ought, Menenius thinks, to recognize that their lives depend on
the stomach of the Senate and that they are protected against the barbarous
Volscians principally by the despised Martius. Menenius’ parable initially
seems to serve as an ideal by which the real Rome is measured, though ulti-
mately we shall see that it has a more disturbing message.®?

That Rome fails to live up to this ideal is evident in many ways, a fact
evident not least in the repeated references to body parts that litter the
play.®* From one perspective, the play is a straightforward dramatization of
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Menenius’ fable, as it depicts the failure of the limbs to return gratitude
for the stomach’s benefits, the Roman populace’s forgetful ingratitude for
the service of her benefactor and protector(s). At the beginning of act 2,
scene 2, an officer discussing Coriolanus’ campaign for consul tells a fellow
officer that Coriolanus’ military accomplishments “deserved worthily of his
country” and says that “for [the plebs’] tongues to be silent and not confess
so much were a kind of ingrateful injury.” They owe their voices/votes to
Martius for past services rendered. In the following scene the “Third Citi-
zen” offers a similar opinion: “[I]f he tell us his noble deeds, we must also
tell him our noble acceptances of them. Ingratitude is monstrous, and for
the multitude to be ingrateful were to make a monster of the multitude—of
the which we being members, should bring ourselves to be monstrous mem-
bers” (2.3.8-14). To be a “monster” means in Shakespeare’s terminology to
be unnatural. A literal monster does not share the nature of his parents, and
metaphorically a monster renounces the common nature that he shares with
others.®® When the multitude fails to acknowledge Martius’ contributions to
Rome’s prosperity and safety, Rome denies the nature that she shares with
her civic “parent,” and becomes monstrous.3¢

This speech opens two critical scenes in which Coriolanus seeks and
appears to win the favor of the plebs, only to see his election seized from
him through the machinations of the tribunes, who deftly exploit Martius’
own flaws. Martius’ campaign and its ultimate failure turn on the question
of gratitude.’” He asks for the “voices” of the people by speaking of the
battle wounds that serve as memorial tokens of his service to the city. These
tokens, he expects, will stimulate the memory of the plebs, who will thereby
be stirred to support him in his run for the consulate. The tribunes, how-
ever, evoke remembrances of Coriolanus’ contempt for the plebs (2.3.246—
51), and this alternative recollection turns the populace from gratitude to
hatred. Soon, prompted by the tribunes, they are calling for his banishment.
When the tribunes describe Coriolanus as a disease, infection, poison, and
gangrene that must be excised from the body of Rome, Coriolanus charges
that the officers’ fears have come true: Rome is a monster, a “Hydra” for
whom the tribunes serve as “horn and noise of the monster’s” (3.1.92, 94).
Unkindness/ingratitude has turned the plebs at least into a thing unnatural,
not of humankind.

In other plays, monstrous ingratitude turns cannibalistic,®® and so it is
for Coriolanus as well (see 2.1.1-12).8 After the tribunes’ plot has trapped
Martius, Menenius prays that Rome would not be transtormed into a canni-
bal mother: “Now the good gods forbid / That our renowned Rome, whose
gratitude / Towards her deserved children is enroll’d / In Jove’s own book,



monster ingratitude — 117

like an unnatural dam / Should now eat up her own!” (3.1.288-92). Corio-
lanus will not abide the insult, and in his mind the ingratitude of Rome has
dissolved his bonds to Rome so completely that nothing obliges him any
longer to serve the city that gave him birth. Rather than endure contempt,
injury, and exile, he plans revenge, and at the urging of the Volscian com-
mander Aufidius, determines to “pour war / Into the bowels of ungrateful
Rome” (4.5.131-32). Ultimately, the patricians join plebs in forgetful ingrat-
itude (4.6.122-23), and Coriolanus despises them more deeply even than
the plebs, rejecting both his commander Cominius and his surrogate father,
Menenius, who appeal to him to abandon his assault on Rome. Rome chews
up its hero and spits him into exile. Rome fails at every point of Aquinas’
account of gratitude: Romans forget the benefits they owe to Martius’ hero-
ism, express hatred rather than thanks, and do not support him in grateful
repayment for his contributions to Rome.

This story of Roman ingratitude toward Coriolanus is crossed by the
story of Coriolanus’ ingratitude toward Rome, and it is in the latter story line
that the more interesting insights into the politics of gratitude arise.”® From
carly in Shakespeare’s play, Coriolanus’ adherence to the code of benefit and
gratitude is, to put it mildly, open to question. Curiously, Martius’ first word
in the play is “Thanks” (1.1.162), yet he immediately begins to chide the
plebs assembled in the public square as “dissentious rogues” who have noth-
ing better to do than to rub “the poor itch of your opinion” so as to produce
“scabs” (1.1.162—-64). His expression of gratitude is immediately subverted
by harsh attacks on the people.

Coriolanus, furthermore, refuses to recesve benefits, which, while not
technically ingratitude, signifies his rejection of the rules of benefit and
return.” When his general Cominius commends his action at Corioli, Corio-
lanus complains that he cannot bear to be praised. Vickers sees this as com-
mendable humility, evidence that Martius is neither proud nor ambitious,®
but Cominius sees cruelty and ingratitude lurking beneath the apparent
humility: “Too modest are you, / More cruel to your good report than grate-
ful / To us that give you truly” (1.9.52-54).”% At the end of the scene, Mar-
tius reports that a poor man of Corioles “used me kindly” (1.9.82), but he
cannot even remember the man’s name so that he can be repaid (1.9.89-91).
Wallace accurately suggests that Coriolanus takes Aristotle’s magnanimous
man, rather than Seneca’s grateful man, as his model. Like Aristotle’s ideal,
Coriolanus remembers benefits conferred, and expects others to remember
them, but is indifferent to or forgets benefits received.”* He is following part
of Aquinas’ sequence of ingratitude: forgetful of a favor received, he also
treats the kindness of Cominius as an unkindness.
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Aristotle would be proud: Martius has an aversion to dependence and
the admission of inferiority that it involves, an aversion utterly consistent
with both his outlook on Rome and his military tactics. A one-man army, he
takes the city of Corioles without assistance, and later is able to boast “Alone
I did it” (5.6.115).°° Even when he moves from war to politics, he is a one-
man show. To insert gratitude between the deeds and its reward is to insert
the plebs, and Martius is repulsed by his reliance on their voices. He longs
for a world in which there is no mediating populace between accomplish-
ment and reward, where deeds are their own reward, where heroic honor
can wriggle free of the community that valorizes it, where he can stand on
his own without depending on the gratitude of the city. Before the tribunes
turn the people of Rome against him, he has already separated himself from
the body, preferring a kind of individualistic state of nature, acknowledging
only those obligations that he chooses to acknowledge.

Intriguingly, though he scorns putting his wounds and deeds into the
marketplace, he regularly employs the commercial language of merit, des-
ert, and wages to describe the political value of his military successes. “I
pray, your price o’ th’ consulship” (2.3.72-73), he says, to which the First
Citizen replies that the price is to ask “kindly” (2.3.74). Provoked by the
tributes, he castigates the plebs as cowards, insisting that their “service / did
not deserve corn gratis” (3.1.123-24). Evidently, Martius thinks of his own
social bond with Rome, and Rome’s obligation to the populace, as a matter
of contract,”® and he does not believe the plebs have fulfilled their end of
the bargain. Rome certainly has no obligation to repay the plebs in excess
of their contribution to Roman life, and when the plebs refuse to pay the
respect they owe him, the contract becomes null and void. But his isolation
is more radical still, for he not only renounces the economy of benefit and
gratuity but also hesitates even to bring himself into the realm of exchange,
whether economic or political. He acts as if he is a natural man liberated
from the obligation of return because he has refused to accept. He turns his
back on the city, declaring that “there is a world elsewhere” (3.3.134-35),
and he ultimately utters an extreme statement of consensual social contract:
“I banish you” (3.3.124).%”

Martius’ desire to escape the round of gift and return gift is for Shake-
speare a sign of his inhumanity. At a number of points in the play, he, not
the ungrateful multitude, is described as that paradigmatically isolated of all
unkind and unnatural monsters, the dragon: “Believe’t not lightly—though
I go alone, / Like to a lonely dragon, that his fen / Makes fear’d and talk’d
of more than seen—your son / Will or exceed the common or be caught
/ With cautelous baits and practice” (4.1.30ft.). Elsewhere, it is said that
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“he bears all things fairly. / And shows good husbandry for the Volscian
state, / Fights dragon-like, and does achieve as soon / As draw his sword”
(4.7.23ft.). When they return from their delegation to the Volscians, officials
complain that “This Marcius is grown from man to dragon: he has wings;
he’s more than a creeping thing” (5.4.10-14). Even when he is serving the
city, he is more a “thing” rather than a man, standing as he does outside the
social compact of gift and exchange. Rome’s ingratitude made it cannibal-
istic; Coriolanus responds with a similarly monstrous appetite to consume
Rome.”® Contrary to his fantasies, his titles and rewards do not rest only on
his achievements on the field, but precisely on the grateful response of those
who recognize his deeds. All he is depends on his participation in Roman
society, and in particular depends on his inheritance of position, status, and
title from his parents. Detached from the compact of gratitude that binds
generations, he is without name, without class, without title. Isolated from
the political community of Rome, he becomes “kind of nothing, titleless”
(5.1.13).

The inhumanity of his position is especially evident in the internal solil-
oquies as he waits for Volumnia’s arrival in the Volscian camp. He intends
to resist the instinct to honor his mother and city. He will renounce filial
attachments, and stand “As if a man were author of himself / And knew
no other kin” (5.3.22-37). This is his dream: to be godlike, self-authored,
without obligation to city or family. Renouncing kin, he becomes unkind.

When Volumnia arrives, she cajoles and manipulates him back to his
obligations, and her victory is not merely a return to filial obligation. From
her first appearance in the play, Volumnia has functioned as a personification
of Rome.?”” She pushed him into combat, and urged him on to seeck honor
on the battlefield (1.3.5-17). She is the source of his valor, and the model of
his contempt for the plebs. He drank all that he is from her breasts. To tread
on Rome is to tread on the womb that gave him birth (5.3.120-25). Against
this background, Volumnia’s triumph over her son is a political as well as a
familial victory, and Coriolanus’ renewed recognition of the obligations he
owes Volumnia is simultaneously a renewed recognition of his obligations
to Rome. Time, history, heritage, mother, Mother-city reassert their claims,
and Coriolanus’ experiment in (un)natural individualism and independent
freedom collapses.!? But it is too late for him to be restored to the economy
of gratuity. While his mother returns to the city in a triumphal procession
like those that Martius once enjoyed, Martius returns to the Aufidius, and to
the twenty-nine wounds he has received in battle, he adds the innumerable
wounds inflicted by the Volscians in the marketplace of Corioli, where he

again is the sole Roman in the city.!
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The play thus traces Coriolanus’ development from elevated magnani-
mous man, through the renunciation of obligations of gratitude that takes
him close to a purely contractual understanding of his place in Roman
political order, to a revival of political gratitude toward his M(m)other, the
Womb/Rome that gave him birth. For Shakespeare, Coriolanus not only
serves as a parable of the evils of collective and individual ingratitude but
ultimately points to obligations deeper than consent. Rome is hardly free
of political evils at the play’s end. Martius saves Rome by his death, but he
leaves behind a Rome infested with tribunes who manipulate the people for
their own ends. Rome languishes still under the regime of “divided wor-
ship.” But in that long silence when Martius reaches for his mother’s hand,
Shakespeare vindicates the fundamental premise of Menenius’ parable, for
his independent and isolated hero discovers that his consent does not exhaust
his responsibility, that there is some deep, mysterious root for the compact

of gratitude that binds city and citizen, past and present, Mother and son.!?

Conclusion

The sixteenth and seventeenth were critical centuries for the story I am tell-
ing. The ancient and medieval circles of reciprocity that provided the shape
of social and religious life had been disrupted and torn apart. It was not clear
what exactly had been unleashed on the world. It was also not clear what,
if anything, could rejoin the broken ends of the circle. Following Seneca,
Shakespeare identified the new social pathology “ingratitude,” and recoiled
before the monster. Others in England, though, saw an opportunity to con-
struct something new, something that might escape both the confinements
of'social reciprocity and the infinite circle of Christianity. That new thing we
call modernity, and our account of its formation begins in the next chapter
with a review of early modern political theory.



SIX

The Circle and the Line

The revolutionary changes in European society, politics, and church dur-
ing the sixteenth century produced a “crisis in the economy of obligation.”
Christians were divided on what they could expect from the Eucharist, or
from the alms they offered. Neighboring towns no longer shared a common
faith, and throughout Europe prince fought with prince in a chaos of blood.
As Shakespeare discerns, the bonds of gratitude that had held European
society together were frayed and European society seemed to be coming
apart at the seams. Shakespeare had posed the problem with his usual clarity.
One option was the “individualist” one: some found the collapse of grati-
tude debts liberating. Like Coriolanus, they would aspire to be self-created.
But the self-created is the same as the dragon, and a man detached from
obligations to his fellows is no longer human. He is a monster. On the other
hand, Shakespeare knew that gratitude could be monstrous too: Rome with
its demands for reciprocity was an unnatural, cannibalistic mother.

Early modern political theorists followed a third option: individuals
could exist in a world of debt if their debts were chosen. Because individuals
willed to be bound, they remained free even in their bondage; because they
agreed to shoulder the debts of social life, society was still a possibility.

“Contract” or at least “consent” had been important for political think-
ers before the early modern period, and some of the basic notions of social
contract theories have deep roots in medieval political thought.? Post-
Reformation theories maintained this emphasis, with consent, as in medi-
eval theories, set within an overall theological framework. Man is natu-
rally social, argues Robert Bellarmine in De [aicis sive saecularibus, and
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government comes from God. Yet even social life requires consent, since
human beings have to “assemble and to ward off attacks with their combined
strength,”® and in political life “it depends on the consent of the people to
decide whether kings, or consuls, or other magistrates are to be establishing
in authority over them” and the people are to determine whether “there be
legitimate cause to change a kingdom into an aristocracy, or an aristocracy
into a democracy.”* Writing in 1594, Richard Hooker asserted that however
natural society may be, societies do not emerge spontancously in nature.
Because “we are not by ourselves sufficient to furnish ourselves with com-
petent store of things needful for such a life as our nature doth desire,”
which is a life suitable to the “dignity of man,” we make up for our “defects
and imperfections” by “seeking communion and fellowship with others”
and “uniting themselves in political Societies.”® Need and the possibility of
mutual benefit provide a natural nudge into political society.

It is thus not contract or consent per se that sets early modern political
theorists off from its predecessors. One of the things that sets them apart is
their effort to construct a contract theory of the state with a deliberate meth-
odological break from the past. Hobbes and Locke responded to the crisis
of obligations by inventing a new science of politics. For them, a world of
disconnected individuals is not a product of social disruption but the natural
state of human life. Hobbes and Locke are innovative because they assume
humans are originally autonomous rather than originally dependent. Like
the early Christians and Reformers, they are innovative “ingrates,” though
they deviate from both because they break open not only the confining
circular shackles of reciprocal social relations but also the infinite circle of
Christian faith. As we shall see, Locke is the more innovative of the two,
because he imagines he can construct a political order that has wriggled
entirely free from bonds of gratitude.

Leviathan and the Laws of Nature

Enamored of the precision and apparent certainty of new scientific modes
of knowledge and their ability to command nature, Hobbes was inspired to
reconstruct political theory on a similar basis. Only a political theory that
was as bold in rejecting past models as Galileo had been in rejecting Aristote-
lian cosmology and physics could meet the needs of the time.® In part, being
“scientific” meant being clear-sightedly and coldly clinical in the assessment
of political phenomena, a model of political thought for which mathemat-

2«

ics was the ideal model. Hobbes” “turn” to Euclid was a crucial moment in
the development of his mature efforts to formulate a geometry of political

life.” In contrast to the scholasticism of the high Middle Ages, we might call
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Hobbes’ starting point a “methodological ingratitude.” It is a term I shall
have much occasion to use in the following chapters.

Despite his effort to break free of the past, traditional patterns of social
life and traditional values still occupied a large place in Hobbes’ political
theory. He thought Aristotle’s ethics and politics were too bound to words
and hence to the passions that give words their inflections of meaning. He
preferred Plato, whom he thought was able to move beyond conventional
morality and political judgment to a more “scientific” politics because he
ascended beyond words to ideas.® Furthermore, despite the effort of Hobbes
to break free of the past, Leviathan assumes and reflects a traditional society
marked by forms of hierarchy (master/slave, parent/child) and pursuit of
honor. Hobbes does not advocate a patriarchal view of political society, yet
he affirms the divine institution of familial authority and claims that obedi-
ence and honor to parents are a law of nature. He recognizes and affirms the
reality of noncontractual relations and obligations, so much so that his vision
of society has elements that might be called “feudal.”® Competitions for
honor and fear of shame motivate men in fundamental ways, and even when
they engage in profitable enterprises they are as interested in wealth that
enhances their vanity as in the way it embiggens their net worth. Hobbes
acknowledges that the aristocratic concern for reputation is a natural right,
and does not think that worry over one’s reputation after death is absurd.
He hated dueling and disparaged all cults of military glory, but these views
do not necessarily reflect an antiaristocratic bias. Hobbes rejects dueling on
grounds of nobility and, in any case, “the nobility had ceased to be a military
class.”!® Given these attitudes, it is not surprising that Hobbes would com-
mend “generous natures” who obey the laws of the sovereign not out of fear
but out of virtuous hostility to “fraud or breach of promise” and out of “a
glory, or pride in appearing not to need to break” one’s word.!

Yet with his effort to view human nature and political life with the cold
rationality of a scientist, Hobbes charted a new course for political theory.
He famously concludes that the state of nature is a war of all against all. It
cannot be otherwise, given the nature of human nature. Human beings seek
to fulfill their own desires in all their actions. Among the central appetites is
the appetite for superiority, which Hobbes names “vanity.” “Continually to
out-go the next before, is felicity,” he says, and human life is a race that has
“no other goal, nor other garland, but being foremost.”'? Hobbes does not
mean this as a moral condemnation. It is simply the natural state of man that
his own instincts and desires are nearer to him than anything else. Vanity
cannot but lead to the “warre of every one against every one.”
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Then the fear of death intervenes, and this shocks man into reason. For
Hobbes, the greatest good is self-preservation, and thus death is the great-
est and supreme evil. From the instinct for self-preservation Hobbes infers a
natural right to self-defense. In a world where the lives of people are solitary,
poor, nasty, brutish, and short, the right of nature is “the liberty of each
man to use his own power as he will himself for the preservation of his own
nature; that is to say, of his own life.”!® In the state of nature, it becomes clear
that everyone is always at risk. Faced with another who is striving, like me,
to be foremost in the race of life, the most I can do is get rid of my rival by
killing him. That is a short-term victory, however, since every man is striv-
ing in the same way to defeat me: I cannot kill everyone.'* If I submit to the
other who tries to dominate me, I have become his servant, a despotism that
is the natural form of politics. As soon as rivals no longer view one another as
enemies and begin to recognize that they have a common enemy, death, they
are ready to consent to an artificial state, the perfected condition of politi-
cal society. Far of death becomes the basis of concord and thus is the main
“postulate of natural reason.”’® As Hobbes says at the close of Leviathan,
the absolute Sovereign comes on the scene as the “King of the Proud,” the
one power sufficiently powerful to overawe the warring men in the state of
nature and bring them to amicable community.'¢

Natural laws are valid already in the state of nature, derivable from the
basic postulate of self-preservation. From this right of nature arise certain
natural obligations. These obligations are ultimately obligations of obedi-
ence to God himself, Hobbes claims, but they can also be sussed out ratio-
nally from the state of nature and the natural inclination to protect oneself.
A law of nature thus is a “precept or general rule . . . by which a man is
forbidden to do what is destructive of his life.” When the state of man is a
war of all against all, the law of nature imposes on each man an obligation to
strive for peace. This is the first law of reason or nature: “every man ought to
endeavor peace, as far as he has hope of obtaining it,” and to prepare for war
if peace cannot be obtained. For Hobbes, the “first and fundamental law of
nature” is “seek peace and follow it.” The sum of the right of nature is “by
all means we can to defend ourselves.” Since all are enjoined to seek peace
by the law of nature, they are also obliged to obey a second law: “that a man
be willing, when others are so too, as far forth as for peace and defence of
himself he shall think it necessary, to lay down this right to all things; and
to be contented with so much liberty against other men as he would allow
other men against himself.”!” The third law of nature is justice, by which
Hobbes means that “men performe their Covenants made.”'® In all, Hobbes
describes nineteen laws of nature.
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Consistent with his egoistic conception of human behavior, Hobbes
regards gifts as self-interested: “When the transferring of Right, is not mutu-
all, but one of the parties transferreth, in hope to gain thereby friendship, or
service from another, or from his friends, or in hope to gain the reputation
of Charity, or Magnanimity; or to deliver his mind from the pain of compas-
sion; or in hope of reward in heaven; This is not Contract, but Gift, Free-
Gift, Grace: which words signifie one and the same thing.”* For Hobbes,
there is no free gift, no disinterested benevolence. No one gives up anything
except on the hope that he will receive something for the exchange.

It is in this setting that Hobbes offers his most explicit discussion of
gratitude, which he describes as the fourth law of nature.?® The laws of
nature make for peace, and gratitude is one of those laws. It is one of the
constituent elements of human life that encourages men toward sociability.
Like the third law, justice, gratitude is a response to a prior good; gratitude
depends “on Antecedent Grace” as justice depends on “Antecedent Cov-
enant.” One acts with gratitude when he “receiveth benefit from another
of mere grace endeavour that he which giveth it have no reasonable cause
to repent him of his good will.” Hobbes’ reason for defining gratitude in
this fashion is easy to see. “No man,” he adds, “giveth but with intention
of good to himself, because gift is voluntary; and of all voluntary acts, the
object is to every man his own good.” If a man could not expect to receive a
grateful response—that is, a response in which the recipient “gives no cause
to repent” his generosity—he will be reluctant to give at all. And that will
be generally detrimental to human sociability. If men are ungrateful, givers
will cease to give, and as a result “there will be no beginning of benevolence
or trust, nor consequently of mutual help, nor of reconciliation of one man
to another.”?" Gratitude has a linear structure: a grateful recipient does not
return directly to his benefactor, but instead honors his benefactor in the way
he uses the gift. Gratitude is dissemination, passing on the gift in right use.

Benefits can go wrong, especially if men are in a state of natural equality.
If a benefit is given so that the benefactor can “triumph” over his dependent
client, it is not genuine benefit and deserves no charity in return. It is Warre
by another means. Even at their best, “benefits oblige,” and “obligation is
thraldome” that might be perpetual.?? If we receive benefits from an equal,
the obligation is hateful. But when we receive benefits from someone who
is an acknowledged superior, we receive them with “cheerfull acceptation
(which men call Gratitude).” This honors the giver, and satisfies the need for
retribution for the benefit. When we respond to benefits with gratitude, it
conduces to love and social bonding, even though we are left in a subordinate
position. Even among equals, benefits can encourage love, “as long as there is



126 — gratitude

hope of requital.” For Hobbes, it is much in the interests of society to encour-
age “the most notable and profitable contention,” the competition in giving
gifts.?® Ingratitude, on the contrary, has the opposite effect: without benevo-
lence, men “remain still in the condition of war, which is contrary to the first
and fundamental law of nature which commandeth men to seck peace.”?* In
a natural state, gratitude might well demean; ingratitude promotes Warre.
There is no solution as long as mankind remains in a natural condition.

Though for Hobbes gratitude appears occasionally as a topic through-
out Leviathan,” it does not appear to loom large in Hobbes’ thought. Fur-
thermore, in his hands, gift and gratitude seem to be reduced to tools of
self-interest. We seem to be back to the narrow circles of ancient patronage
and reciprocity in which a superior does a service for an inferior in order to
put the inferior in his debt and to ensure future service. Yet there is a more
generous way to read Hobbes. For starters, though mentioned infrequently,
gratitude plays a crucial role for Hobbes in explaining how human beings
exist in the state of nature. One of Hobbes’ most innovative notions is that
a father derives his authority over his children from the children’s consent.
Hobbes is a patriarchalist, but, unlike other patriarchalists, he is a consent
theorist at the same time. Children agree to be ruled by their father so that,
as in the political order, family authority is based on consent. Gratitude
is the link that joins choice with respect for parents. Because children are
grateful to their fathers for life and nurture, they consent to his authority.
Similarly, in the state of nature women are subordinated to men out of grati-
tude to men for not killing them.?¢

Furthermore, though Hobbes is an egoist who believes that men act to
fulfill desires, he does not assume that these desires must be narrowly self-
interested. Even on Hobbes’ premises, it is possible to “choose to act for
the sake of themselves, for the sake of others, for the sake of knowledge,
for the sake of justice.”?” I might act, in short, out of a desire to promote
the common good; that benefits me, but not onfy me. Gratitude is not sim-
ply a demand for reciprocal service to the generous donor; it ensures that
benevolent service is performed throughout society. It ensures that gifts will
continue to be given in the future, not only to me but to everyone. Virtues
like gratitude thus push individuals beyond calculation of their own advan-
tages; they act out of concern for the interests of society as a whole. Gratitude
“greases” the machine of benefits, mutual service, gifts, and acts of kindness
that make the world run smoothly. Gratitude in response to benefits binds
human beings in peace.?®

There is a catch. According to the first, encompassing natural law, we
aim above all to preserve ourselves. A man need not make himself “prey” to
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those who are not seeking peace; he is not obliged to give if he knows that his
gifts will be answered with ingratitude, nor to show gratitude if it leaves him
vulnerable to control and manipulation by a benefactor. That is the crux of
the problem. In the state of nature, natural law is “law” only in an attenuated
sense. Natural laws are prudential rules; all are subordinated to the primary
demand for self-preservation. If compliance with the laws of nature puts me
in a vulnerable position toward my fellow man, I am not obliged to keep it.
In the state of nature, no one can trust others to play by the rules.?” Everyone
lives in fear, and as a result the laws of nature cannot be realized. They are
valid but are not effective.?

When men cede their natural authority and rights to the sovereign,
natural law comes finally into its own. Civil society unleashes natural law
from the rivalries and fears of the state of nature, and makes them not only
valid but also effective. Because all agree that they will limit their natural
liberty to bring an end to war, it is incumbent on each individual to divest
himself of his natural right for the sake of the peace of all. Hobbes sees this
as an application of the golden rule. When both parties transfer a right,
the resulting relation is a contract. To be considered a “covenant,” it is not
enough for the parties to transfer the right to a thing. Rather, a covenant is
established when the thing itself is transferred. But the social covenant is a
mutual covenant: “both parts may contract now, to performe hereafter.” In
such situations, each party is naturally obligated to keep his promise. Natural
laws that would be foolish to follow in the state of nature, when everyone is
vulnerable to attack from ambitious others, become in civil society counsels
of wisdom. Expectations are regularized. Creditors can be sure that their
loans will be repaid, givers can expect gratitude, and recipients of gifts and
benefits can respond with gratitude because they know that the movement
of gifts is beneficial for all.*!

Benefit and gratitude appear to function at an apolitical “social” level.
The hierarchies of gift and gratitude that Hobbes knew in the society around
him remain in place, but the political sphere itself seems to be wiped clean
of the impurities of personal interest, with all power vested in an absolute
sovereign something or someone. That is superficial.?> The problem faced by
Hobbes and all social contract theories is accounting for how the contract
holds for people who did not enter it. Consent can explain the origination
of a political society from a group of free and independent individuals. But
how can the next generation be obligated to that covenant? They have not
consented; why are they bound to the decisions of their predecessors? One
can appeal to a theory of tacit consent or tacit promise. Hobbes himself
appeals to a notion of “tacit covenant,” but when Hobbes explains this, he
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appeals to the present situation of a person enjoying the benefits of civil sov-
ereignty, especially the benefits of protection from war and from his neigh-
bor’s attacks. To explain the obligations of the descendants of the founders,
Hobbes falls back on the law of nature, not on artificial obligations created
by the social contract.?® Any person who makes use of the benefits of the civil
contract has implicitly consented.?* In short, the duties toward the sovereign
depend on present enjoyment of benefits, not on promises made earlier, and
thus fall under the natural law of gratitude rather than the obligation to keep
covenants. Though Hobbes describes the duties of citizens in covenantal
terms, he appeals to the particular duties of the natural law when he wants to
fill out the obligations and the basis for those obligations.?* As noted earlier,
he is a patriarchalist who works from an analogy between familial and politi-
cal authority, and in both instances gratitude is the key to uniting consent
with hierarchy.

Hobbes remains within the tradition by giving gratitude a prominent
political role. He differs in emphasizing more overtly than most the self-
interest at work in gift giving and gratitude, and, like Christian thinkers, he
replaces the tightly dyadic conception of gratitude found in both classical
and medieval writers with a linear dissemination of gifts. Where Hobbes
departs most radically is in his detachment of political order from God. Sci-
entific politics has no place for royal power descending from heaven, for the
king’s two bodies, for the magic of the king’s touch. God has no essential
role in political science, and so gratitude to God has no place either. Hobbes’
contemporary critic, John Bramhall, attacked him for failing to mention
gratitude to God among his laws of nature. In so doing, Hobbes neglected
“the main and principal laws of nature, which contain a man’s duty to his
God, and the principal end of his creation.”*® This was hardly accidental.
Hobbes said that “the right of nature whereby God reigneth over men, is to
be derived not from his creating them, as if he required gratitude; but from
his irresistible power.”¥ God’s relation to man, like the sovereign’s to his
subjects, is a power relation. Men owe obedience, not gratitude.

Hobbes dislocates gratitude by positing a clear distinction between the
state of nature and civic society, by distinguishing between the natural con-
dition of human life and the artificial sovereign constructed by the consent
of the people. Gratitude is incorporated into the workings of the civic order,
and even plays an essential role in binding the sovereign to his subjects.
Gratitude can come into its own only when there is a sovereign power that
awes or forces everyone to comply with expected patterns of benefit and
repayment. But the natural /artificial distinction is there, and it is sharpened
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in Locke, for whom gratitude exists on one side of what has become a chasm
between politics and gratitude.

Gratitude-Free Politics

Locke’s earliest writings were written in the aftermath of the English Civil
War, and that conflict remained in the back of his mind through much of
his life. The Civil War attacked the fundamental tenets of social and political
life. Early in the seventeenth century, one of the archbishop of Canterbury’s
lieutenants defined a commonwealth as “nothing more than . . . [a] mutual
exchange . . . of benefits.”®® The lives of the gentlemen of the gentry were
infused with the values of beneficence and gratitude. Like ancient Roman
aristocrats, they were bound to one another by ropes wound of mutual
favor, and they maintained their superior position in society by the same
procedures. Their “beneficence cost little, and in return a price was tacitly
demanded—in terms of deference, obedience and implicit recognition of
the legitimacy of the prevailing social order.”®® The Civil War assaulted this
social order in vital areas. Not only did Parliament overthrow and behead a
king, but the army cast up all manner of radicals—Levellers and Diggers and
other egalitarians who questioned the hierarchy founded on debts of grati-
tude.*® Like the Reformation and the Continental wars that followed, the
English Civil War created a crisis in the economy of obligations.

In reaction, many Restoration-era intellectuals and artists worked
to shore up the order that had been assaulted. New writings on gentility
emphasized the need for generosity, and buttressed their arguments with
appeals to classical writers like Hesiod and Cicero. An English translation
of Cicero’s De officiis was printed and reprinted throughout the seventeenth
century and was a standard text at Westminster, Eton, Cambridge, and
Oxford. John Toland remarked that the book was “the common fashion at
schooles,” foundational to the education of “young Gentlemen.” Ten edi-
tions of an abridged version of Seneca’s De beneficiis were printed between
1678 and 1700. Shakespeare’s tragedies of ingratitude were revived with
revisions that highlighted the themes of gratitude even more starkly than
Shakespeare. Nahum Tate’s version of Coriolanus was retitled The Ingrati-
tude of & Commonwenalth, and in Tate’s strangely popular version of Lear,
gratitude is rewarded, as faithful Cordelia survives to marry Edgar and
inherit Lear’s throne.*!

Locke was touched by this revival of gentlemanly benevolence and
lower-class gratitude. He read and took notes on Cicero and Seneca, in
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whose letters Locke claimed to find “all the wisdome of the pagans.”** Early
on, he was influenced by the works of Robert Sanderson, who claimed to
have read De officiis “not less than twenty times,” so that he could repeat
it “without Book.”*® In his Essays, Locke commended the ancient virtue
of liberality, emphasizing that “heroic men in former times” gained divine
honors by “toil, hazards, and liberality.” Like Cicero, Locke advised a former
student to maintain a balance of liberality and prudence. The aim was to
be “provident and good natured.”** He read and may have met Pufendorf,
and commended his De Officiis Hominis et Civis as an important book for
young English gentry because it emphasized the natural sociability of human
beings and the role of services and grateful response in that sociability.*®

Nor was this merely theoretical for Locke. Locke was himself a gentle-
man, and so was entirely enmeshed in the networks commended in these
writings. He owed his admission to Westminster and Oxford to the favors
of his father’s patron, Alexander Popham, described by Locke in 1652 as
“my god.” He reiterated in 1660 that he was so much indebted to Popham
that he was no more than a “utensill” in which Popham had “a Propricty.”*¢
He later enjoyed the patronage of the earl of Shaftesbury, who, though far
wealthier than Locke, owed the latter a debt of gratitude because Locke had
saved his life with an operation.*” During the 1670s, Locke translated three
of Pierre Nicole’s Essais de morale, which developed a moral theory centering
on service, obligations of gratitude, and love.*® In his early writings (1660),
Locke exults in the gift of peace brought by the restoration of the British
monarchy. He no sooner entered public life than found himself “in a storm”
of religious war. The calm that followed, he argues, “obliges me, both in
duty and gratitude to be chary of such a blessing, and [to do] what lies in
me to endeavour its continuance, by disposing men’s minds to obedience
to that government which had brought with it that quiet and settlement.”
Gratitude for the peace and order that government provides is, for the young
Locke, the first plank of an argument in favor of state regulation of religion.
The benefits that the state brings are so great that the grateful citizens owe
it obedience even in matters indifferent.*

As important as benefit and gratitude were in Locke’s life and in the
works he studied and read, in his later political thought Locke eliminated
gratitude from the foundation of political order. In the state of nature, he
argued, all men have the authority to protect and defend their own property,
which becomes theirs by the application of labor to nature, and to punish
violations of crimes. Political power arises when men “give into the hands
of the society, and therein to the governors” this twofold power—to protect
property and to punish crime.* Locke acknowledges that even in the state of
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nature men are not equal in every respect, and that this inequality is evident
in obligations of gratitude, respect, and honor:

Though I have said above . . . “That all men by nature are equal,” T cannot
be supposed to understand all sorts of “equality.” Age or virtue may give men
a just precedency. Excellency of parts and merit may place others above the
common level. Birth may subject some, and alliance or benefits others, to pay
an observance to those to whom Nature, gratitude, or other respects, may
have made it due; and yet all this consists with the equality which all men are
in respect of jurisdiction or dominion one over another, which was the equal-
ity I there spoke of as proper to the business in hand, being that equal right
that every man hath to his natural freedom, without being subjected to the
will or authority of any other man.®!

Children, for instance, are born dependent, under the “rule and jurisdic-
tion” on parents. Having acknowledged the place of gratitude bonds in
nature, Locke hastens to add that the bonds of this subjection are only so
many swaddling clothes that the infant sheds as he grows: “Age and reason
as they grow up loosen them, till at length they drop quite off, and leave
a man at his own free disposal.”®? Even grown to the age of reason, Locke
argues, children owe honor to their parents, as God’s law commands:

As He hath laid on them an obligation to nourish, preserve, and bring up
their offspring, so He has laid on the children a perpetual obligation of hon-
ouring their parents, which, containing in it an inward esteem and reverence
to be shown by all outward expressions, ties up the child from anything that
may ever injure or affront, disturb or endanger the happiness or life of those
from whom he received his, and engages him in all actions of defence, relief,
assistance, and comfort of those by whose means he entered into being and
has been made capable of any enjoyments of life. From this obligation no
state, no freedom, can absolve children.

Yet “this is very far from giving parents a power of command over their
children, or an authority to make laws and dispose as they please of their
lives or liberties.”®® Familial life is infused with benefaction and gratitude,
but political order rests on a very different basis. Even in civil society, human
beings are dependent. In fact, dependency is “the original and foundation
of all Law.”** Yet this dependence is a different sort of dependence than that
evident in families or society. It is a dependent need for direction and guid-
ance from a superior.

Unlike Hobbes, Locke is no patriarchalist; because of his vigorous
defense of maternal authority and his attack on the analogy between paren-
tal and political authority, he has been claimed to be a proto-feminist. His
attack on patriarchy is central to his political theory. Locke’s target in his
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First Treatise is the Patriavcha of Robert Filmer, who used a model of pater-
nal absolutism to argue for political absolutism, and Filmer remains a cen-
tral target in the Second Treatise as well. To rebut Filmer’s argument, Locke
sharply separates filial obligations, and the obligations of gratitude and honor
with which they are associated, from the duties of citizenship and the order-
ing of civil government: “It is one thing to owe honour, respect, gratitude,
and assistance; another to require an absolute obedience and submission.
The honour due to parents a monarch on his throne owes his mother, and
yet this lessens not his authority nor subjects him to her government.”*® The
obligation of gratitude does not entail the obligation to obey; benefits given
do not ground the authority to command: “The power of commanding ends
with nonage, and though after that honour and respect, support and defence,
and whatsoever gratitude can oblige a man to, for the highest benefits he is
naturally capable of be always due from a son to his parents, yet all this puts
no sceptre into the father’s hand, no sovereign power of commanding. He
has no dominion over his son’s property or actions, nor any right that his
will should prescribe to his son’s in all things.”*¢ Outside the realm of family
obligations, the same sharp distinction applies. Honor and respect are due to
the old and wise, parents owe protection to children, those with means are
obligated to relieve the oppressed, and beneficiaries should show “gratitude
to a benefactor, to such a degree that all he has, all he can do, cannot suffi-
ciently pay it.” Yet, these bonds and obligation “give no authority, no right of
making laws to anyone over them from whom they are owing.”®” Traditional
circles of gratitude function in social life. But they are not relevant to politi-
cal organization.

Under “household” obligations, Locke includes not only the relations
of children to parents but also the contractual relations of husband and wife
and master and servant. These sorts of relations occupy a liminal position in
Locke’s theory. On the one hand, they are not relations grounded in actual
physical relation. They are contracted and voluntary, and thus quasi-political.
Yet these contractual relations do not involve the concession of freedoms and
rights that the political order does. They are contractual, but the purpose of
the contract is not general but specific: a man and woman enter a marriage
contract for the narrow purpose of procreation, and the concession of natural
rights extends only so far as that purpose. On the other hand, the obligations
of gratitude that Locke sees operating in filial relations are not operative in
these relations either. Gift and gratitude play no role in Locke’s description
of marriage or master-servant relations.*® Locke follows Hobbes in making
a sharp distinction between the natural state of human life and the artificial
state of political order. What a child receives from his parents, and mutatis
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mutandis, what a beneficiary receives from his benefactor, “obliges him to
respect, honour, gratitude, assistance, and support, all his life.” These bonds
are the bonds of “natural government,” the chief example of which is the
government of the family. But these natural bonds do “not at all” extend
to the “ends and jurisdictions of that which is political.”® By nature, men
have liberty and power and self-possession, but in the political order these
powers must be ceded to society and the governors charged with ordering
that society.

The division of natural/familial and artificial /political, a division
between the natural and the “made,” corresponds to a distinction between
justice and charity. Justice, Locke says, “gives every man a title to the prod-
uct of his honest industry, and the fair acquisitions of his ancestors.” Charity,
by contrast, “gives every man a title to so much out of another’s plenty, as
will keep him from extreme want.” It is uncharitable to use the occasion of
charity to turn a man into a vassal or slave, to use the occasion of gift to lay
a burden of gratitude on the poor.%® Political authority, Locke argues in the
Second Treatise, is for the purpose of protecting property, and thus is con-
cerned with the realm of justice, not charity. The important point here for
my purposes is that Locke thinks of justice as a public and political reality,
while charitable gift giving is a private duty.®!

That Locke is aware of the continuing power of gratitude obligations is
evident, as in Machiavelli, in his obsequious prefaces. At the beginning of
the Essay Concerning Human Understanding, he offers his patron “a pres-
ent” and compares himself to a poor man giving a basket of flowers and fruit
to a rich man, who accepts it with favor even though he has plenty of fruit
and flowers of his own. His worthless book receives value because it is an
offering “of respect, esteem, and gratitude.” Locke is confident that his gift
is “the richest present you ever received,” but it is only fitting: “I am under
the greatest obligations to seek all occasions to acknowledge a long train
of favours I have received from your lordship,” which however small are
made great “by the forewardness, concern, and kindness, and other obliging
circumstances that never failed to accompany them.”®® Locke’s acknowl-
edgment of a class system built on benefits and return gifts, reluctant as
it may be, leaves his political theory in a state of unreality.®® It is difficult
to see how, in the real world, the wealthy could be prevented from using
their powers of patronage to gain political power. And, of course, in the
real world, Lockean liberalism has not prevented that at all. On this point,
Rousseau is more cynical, perhaps more realistic: the social contract is a tool
of the rich to exploit the poor.
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Locke cannot quite escape gratitude in his political theory either. The
Achilles’ heel of contract models of political order is evident when we ask
what obliges the generations after the founding generation to be loyal to the
political order. Those who form the civil contract are obliged because they
consented to the contract, but what of their children? What of people who
never make a conscious decision to consent to the social contract? Locke
manages to maintain a consent basis for political obligation fairly consis-
tently, but eventually has to admit that people who had no part in the forma-
tion of a political order still are obliged to obey the laws because they enjoy
the benefits of that order and because they simply are resident in the territory
of that order.®* They may not have been at the founding, and may never have
taken an oath of citizenship, but by their sheer presence they have tacitly
consented to the social contract. But while enjoying the benefits of a social
order, and being resident in the territory of a particular polity, may generate
some sorts of obligations, it is not evident that these obligations arise from
consent. As John Simmons argues, “[Clonsent theory’s big gun turns out to
be of woetully small caliber.”®® If they do not rise from consent, however, it
is not clear how Locke’s theory can account for the persistence of political
order through time. And Locke, having determined that gratitude works in
the subpolitical realm of society but not in politics, cannot solve the problem
by introducing gratitude as the basis of political obligation within the con-
sensual state.® Ever since Locke, liberal political theory has been dogged by
the same tension: gratitude remains a key political reality, but theorists all
but ignore it.

Locke’s work is a watershed in his consistent refusal to synthesize the
bonds of gratitude into political theory, especially his theory of political
authority. In doing this, he accomplishes something even more momentous
for the future of political theory and practice: he constitutes a “private”
arena of social life that is cleanly separated from the political sphere. Locke
acknowledges that there are relations of benefaction and gratitude in fami-
lies and in social networks. He regularly acknowledges his own debts to his
patrons, and knows how to play the game of gratitude display well enough
to keep his patrons’ patronage. But in his theory none of this has any role in
political life. It is not the foundation of political authority or political order,
and it is not the dynamic power of politics. It is private social life rather than
public life. What Locke accomplishes is not the “privatization” of gratitude,
since that implies that there was a preexisting private sphere into which he
stuffed gratitude. Rather, he theoretically constitutes a private sphere by
claiming that gratitude, benefaction, debts incurred by favors, and so on are
not the stuff of politics.
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Gratitude as Moral Sentiment

With Adam Smith, we skip forward a century. That is purposeful. Smith
knew Locke’s work,%” and he accomplished in economic theory what Locke
accomplished in political theory—the constitution of a “private” space of
gratitude separate from the public world of industry and finance.®

Adam Smith seems an unlikely figure to discuss in a survey of Western
conceptions of gratitude. Superficially, he would seem to be villain num-
ber one in the destruction of the “gift economy” of medieval Christendom
and the erection of the commercial economy of modern capitalism.®® In The
Wealth of Nations, to be sure, Smith says little about the role of gratitude and
gifts in economic relations. That absence is itself revealing because it hints
at an assumption that economic life is a distinct field of concern and analysis
from the nexus of benefit and return. Yet Smith shared with other figures of
the Scottish Enlightenment an obsession with the problem of social depen-
dence that is traditionally associated with benefits and gratitude.”® While
Wealth of Nations says nothing about the role of gratitude, Smith’s moral
philosophy, contained in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, analyzes the moral-
ity of gratitude in a number of innovative ways.

Smith’s moral theory redresses the individualism of utilitarian ethics
that had grown out of Locke. Instead of seeing reason or interest as the sole
motivator of human action or the sole ground of ethical life, Smith insists
not only that sympathy is a universal human experience but also that sympa-
thy lies at the foundation of the moral life. “How selfish soever man may be
supposed,” Smith notes at the outset, “there are evidently some principles
in his nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their
happiness necessary to him, though he derives nothing from it except the
pleasure of seeing it.” Pity for the misery of others is a primordial human
emotion, so much so that even the “greatest ruffian, the most hardened
violator of the laws of society, is not altogether without it.” When we see
someone in piteous circumstances, we imagine ourselves in the same, and
thus “become in some measure the same person with him,” feeling his sensa-
tions in ourselves. Through the operation of imagination, self-interest thus
flowers out in sympathetic compassions.”!

Sympathy is the root of morals because sympathy and moral approba-
tion are identical. When we approve another’s passions, and consider them
appropriate to their objects, we are saying that we sympathize with those
passions. On the other hand, “not to approve of them . . . is the same thing
as to observe that we do not entirely sympathize with them.” Judgment
by sympathy involves judgment by one’s own lights, but this subjectivism



136 — gratitude

is inevitable: “I judge of your sight by my sight, of your ear by my ear, of
your reason by my reason, of your resentment by my resentment, of your life
by my love. I neither have, nor can have, any other way of judging.””> The
judgment has to do with the match or mismatch between a passion and its
object: anger is brutal and detestable, but anger that aims to redress injuries
is “noble and generous resentment.””?

Gratitude is one of the two chief sentiments that exhibit the sympa-
thetic character of human existence. We may not benefit from another’s
faithfulness, but “we enter into their gratitude towards those faithful friends
who did not desert them in their difficulties; and we heartily go along with
their resentment against those perfidious traitors who injured, abandoned,
»7% Like the other sentiments, it must be directed toward
proper objects, but Smith’s theory turns this moral point upside down.
Because there is to be a match between sentiment and object, there is, by the
same token, to be a match between object and sentiment. If we can judge

or deceived them.

sentiment by comparison with the object that gives rise to it, we can also
assess the object by reference to the sentiment to which it gives rise. The use
of gratitude and resentment as standards for judging merit is a natural con-
sequence of Smith’s sympathetic psychological moral theory: “Virtue is not
said to be amiable, or to be meritorious,” he writes, “because it is the object
of its own love, or of its own gratitude, but because it excites those senti-
?75 The whole theory is underwritten by an unstated
and undefended assumption that gratitude and resentment are more or less
universal responses to certain kinds of actions. Smith assumes that there is

ments in other men.

a universal natural gratitude and resentment, and that this human consensus
can serve as the basis of a moral theory concerning actions that are approved
or disapproved. Beneficent actions require reward; they are meritorious. The
reason, Smith says, is that “such alone are the approved objects of gratitude,
or excite the sympathetic gratitude of the spectator.””®

Smith admits that other passions arise in connection with the “happi-
ness or misery of others,” but none of these is so directly related to the qual-
ity of an action as gratitude and resentment. Both gratitude and resentment
directly impose obligations on us. If someone does us a favor and receives a
reward from elsewhere, “though it pleases our love, it does not content our
gratitude.” The debt of gratitude must be repaid by the debtor: “Till we have
recompensed him, till we ourselves have been instrumental in promoting his
happiness, we feel ourselves still loaded with that debt which his past ser-
vices have laid on us.””” So, negatively, with resentment: we are not satisfied
that vengeance is taken on someone who has harmed us until we have been
instruments of that vengeance. Because “gratitude and resentment . . . are
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the sentiments which most immediately and directly prompt to reward and
to punish, they are properly the grounds for merit and demerit.””®

Underlying gratitude and resentment are the fundamental sensations of
pleasure and pain: “What gives pleasure or pain . . . is the sole exciting cause
of gratitude and resentment.””® Gratitude is a response to a kind of pleasure,
resentment to a kind of pain. Human beings could not respond with grati-
tude or resentment without first being capable of the experience of pleasure
and pain. Since animals can feel pleasure and pain, they are in a limited way
capable of feeling and expressing both resentment and gratitude. Yet animal
gratitude is imperfect, since gratitude desires not merely “to make the bene-
factor feel pleasure in his turn” but rather to commend the benefactor, “to
make him conscious that he meets with this reward on account of his past
conduct.”® Gratitude aims to make the benefactor pleased with his conduct
and “to satisfy him that the person upon whom he bestowed his good offices
was not unworthy of them.”8! Proper gratitude does not attempt to “extort”
favors, but it is interested in increasing the respect of the benefactor. Though
rooted in the experience of pleasure, gratitude is not reducible to it. For an
act or gift to be the proper object of gratitude, it must not only cause plea-
sure but also cause pleasure from design.

One would think that there is a difference between an act that rightly
deserves gratitude and one that might elicit gratitude, and Smith acknowl-
edges this at various points in the treatise. Praise and praiseworthiness are
not the same, nor are blame and blameworthiness, nor loveliness and being
loved. But the distinction between the two lies, Smith thinks, in the uni-
versality of the sentiment. I see only with my eyes, and thus compare your
seeing with mine. Because his moral system is rooted in human sympathy,
fellow feeling, human responses are the standard by which actions are judged.
Thus, “he . . . appears to deserve reward, who, to some person or persons,
is the natural object of a gratitude which every human heart is disposed to
beat time to, and thereby applaud: and he, on the other hand, appears to
deserve punishment, who in the same manner is to some person or persons
the natural object of a resentment which the breast of every reasonable man
is ready to adopt and sympathize with. To us, surely, that action must appear
to deserve reward, which everybody who knows of it would wish to reward,
and therefore delights to see rewarded.”®? There are occasions when we can-
not enter sympathetically into the gratitude or resentment of another. “If we
cannot enter into the affections which influenced his conduct, we have little
sympathy with the gratitude of the person who receives the benefit,” Smith
argues.® But that means only that we cannot entirely approve the sentiment
of gratitude.
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In part, Smith is following the traditional notion that the motives and
attitudes of the benefactor help to determine the degree and shape of the
response. Cicero and Seneca said as much. But Smith’s point is more radical.
When we cannot sympathize with the gratitude of a recipient of'a good turn
because we suspect the motives of the benefactor, then we must conclude
that the recipient’s gratitude is excessive: “If in the conduct of the benefac-
tor there appears to have been no propriety, how beneficial soever its effects,
it does not seem to demand, or necessarily to require, any proportionable
recompense.”® We thus disapprove excessive gratitude—that is, gratitude
with which we cannot entirely sympathize. On the other hand, we can share
the gratitude of the recipient only if we fully trust the donor’s motives. For
this reason, Smith concludes that the “sense of merit” is a “compounded”
sentiment consisting of both “a direct sympathy with the sentiments of the
agent” and “an indirect sympathy with the gratitude of those who receive
the benefit of his actions.”®® Resentment and the accompanying “sense of
demerit” are also compounded. If we cannot entirely disapprove the motives
of the one who does injury—if, for instance, we believe him partly justi-
fied—then we will not entirely sympathize with nor entirely approve the
injured party’s resentment. To sense demerit, we need to feel both direct
antipathy to the sentiments of the agent and indirect sympathy with the
recipient of the one who suffers.

Heir to centuries of Christian reflections on justice and reciprocity,
Smith includes a theological element in his account. “We are equally grieved
and enraged at the wrong that is done,” he observes, but then “find it alto-
gether out of our power to redress it.” When justice fails on earth, we “natu-
rally appeal to heaven” in hopes that “the great Author of our nature” will
equalize the situation and bring relief. God’s invisible hand balances social
exchanges as much as the exchanges of the market.5¢

Important as gratitude and resentment are to Smith’s moral theory,
however, he carefully distinguishes between the realm where these senti-
ments operate and the realm of political life. Smith rings the changes on clas-
sical and Renaissance denunciations of ingratitude. It is “black” and “selfish”
and deserves “the highest disapprobation.” But, he adds, the ingrate “does
no positive hurt to anybody.” His failure to do good is not the same as doing
evil. He becomes an object of hatred, but “his want of ingratitude . . . can-
not be punished.” Demanding and enforcing gratitude would be “still more
improper than his neglecting to perform it.” A benefactor who tries to force
a grateful response suffers “dishonor,” and no third person is capable of
intervening to sort things out. If this is true of gratitude, which is “nearest to
what is called a perfect and complete obligation,” then it must be true even
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more of friendship, generosity, or charity.’” Gratitude is a debt that needs
paying, but no one has a debt of generosity or charity—at least, we do not
speak as if they did. The realm of gratitude and benefaction must therefore
be left to private persons, to the freedom of the wills of the participants.
Even in the realm where warm sentiments like gratitude are operative, they
are checked and subordinated to the sense of duty.3®

If generosity and gratitude are consigned to the free interactions of
social life, there is a virtue that must be “extorted by force” and whose viola-
tions are punishable. That is justice.®® Smith notes the “remarkable distinc-
tion between justice and all the other social virtues . . . that we feel ourselves
to be under a stricter obligation to act according to justice, than agreeably
to friendship, charity, or generosity.”®® Justice is more precisely determin-
able than the softer virtues of generosity and gratitude, and this is partly
because in many instances justice is “a negative virtue” that does not pre-
scribe anything positive but “only hinders us from hurting our neighbor.”
Gratitude is one of the virtues where the rules are most precise, and admit
of few exceptions. Yet, pushed slightly, it becomes evident that the demands
of gratitude are far from precise.” Justice is different; its rules can be deter-
mined exactly, and its demands are subject to a calculus. It would be mere
pedantry to insist on strict adherence to the rules of grateful reciprocity, but
“there is no pedantry in sticking fast by the rules of justice.” Justice and its
rules are worthy of “the most sacred regard.”®? The man who keeps the bare
minimum demands of justice is not necessarily admirable. He will not enjoy
the affection of his fellow man. But he has a right to the same justice that
he hands out: others must leave him be as he leaves others be. These pre-
cise rules of justice—which protect life and person, property, and personal
rights—provide the firm foundation of society. Society can function without
benefactions and gratitude. It is not a perfect society, but it is still functional.
Not surprisingly, the model of this minimal society is the market, in which
everyone acts out of self-interest and is punished only for impinging on the
freedom of others.

It is important to clarify what Smith is saying. Seneca agrees that ingrati-
tude ought not to be subject to legal sanctions or civil punishments.”® Smith
also speaks of the ways that society is enriched by mutual assistance: “Where
the necessary assistance is reciprocally afforded from love, from gratitude,
from friendship, and esteem, the society flourishes and is happy.”* Yet,
unlike Seneca or Aquinas, who defined gratitude as an “adjunct” of the
virtue of justice, Smith sharply distinguishes gratitude-based social relations
from the realm of justice, and likewise claims that even without benefits and
gratitude, society could continue: “though among the different members
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of the society there should be no mutual love and affection, the society,
though less happy and agreeable, will not necessarily be dissolved.”?® Soci-
ety can survive without gratitude, but it absolutely needs justice. Justice
alone suffices for social order: “Society . . . cannot subsist among those who
are at all times ready to hurt and injure one another.” For Smith, “benefi-
cence . . . is less essential to the existence of society than justice. Society may
subsist, though not in the most comfortable state, without beneficence; but
the prevalence of injustice must utterly destroy it.” Gratitude is decorative,
an “ornament which embellishes” the stern, precise, impersonal founda-
tion of justice, which is “the main pillar that upholds the whole edifice.”?¢
Along with other early modern and Enlightenment political and economic
theorists, Smith is simultaneously constituting justice as legal and political
that, unlike the Hebrew zedekah or Greek dike, is cleansed of every speck
of benevolence, generosity, and mercy. Justice is the hardware, the energy
powering the machine of the modern political economy. Justice is the gram-
mar of social life, gratitude its rhetoric, its poetry. However exulting we
might find elegance and sublimity in letters, Smith thinks we all know that
these qualities are not essential to conversation or communication.””

Liberal Fantasy

Following Locke, Smith creates a realm of social life distinct from the realm
of political economy, much as early modern theorists had created a realm
of religious life distinct from social, political, and cultural life. Like Locke,
Smith is not discerning a preexisting distinction. He theoretically imagines
a distinction that simply did not pertain in the Roman world, the feudal sys-
tem, or the courts of the Renaissance, when the benefit-gratitude nexus was
the stuft of political life. He imagines a new ordering of sociopolitical life,
one in which “state” and “society” and “economy” are identifiable as dif-
ferentiated regions of human life. And at the heart of this new imagination
is a constriction of the realm of gift and gratitude to “private” sociability.
Whether the world that Smith describes has ever existed is questionable.
Graft and gratitude continued to be important in political practice long after
1776, and for all its celebration of self-interest the market has never been a
gift-free zone.”® Promotions are not always meritorious; deals and contracts
are struck not merely for self-interest but because my college roommate’s
buddy knows someone who is part of a high-tech start-up. Everyone knows
that gratitude is the lifeblood of politics. Senator negotiates with senator
by calling in or imposing debts of gratitude: I will support your Medicare
proposal if you lend aid to my tax plan. Congressman scratches the back of
congressman so that he will later get a scratch himself. Legislators deliver
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truckloads of pork to constituents, who repay them with votes. Whatever
their talents, a disproportionate number of Kennedys and Bushes rise to the
top of American politics because voters and political patrons feel a sense of
obligation toward the family. Quite apart from bribery, scandal, and corrup-
tion, this is how every modern democracy functions, and everyone knows it.
More generally, gratitude is a central component of nationalism, arguably
deliberately created and fostered to maintain the loyalty of citizens.””

Everyone, that is, except political theorists, who have spent the mod-
ern age carefully siphoning out gratitude from politics so as to constitute
a “private” zone of gift and gratitude and a corresponding gratitude-free
zone of public life. What modern politics aims at is a structural separation
of gratitude from political life. Even if it is acknowledged that obligations of
gratitude are central to the actual workings of politics, modern theory aims
to erect a fictive wall of separation. Theorists try to convince everyone that
they have identified something in the real world, and can be pretty convinc-
ing—until the next scandal breaks out. The world theorists claim to describe
does not actually exist. The mythology of a political economy purged of the
dynamics of gratitude is one of the defining mythologies of modern politics.
Liberal theory is fantasy; works of liberal theory are fantasy fiction.!?°

Yet for all that, liberal theory is a Christian, or at least a post-Christian,
fantasy. Locke was a Protestant, if a rather eccentric one. Lockean theory
creates and guards the possibility of refusal, the possibility that a people
might refuse an inherited political order and overturn it in a revolution, the
possibility of individual resistance to state tyranny. This is Lockean free-
dom, Lockean individualism, and it is the freedom and individualism of
the ingrate. From this angle, it appears that the deep foundation of Locke’s
theory is early Christian ingratitude, given new life by the Reformation. But
if the pious (if unorthodox) Locke draws on Pauline and Puritan sources,
it is only in part, for like Hobbes he detaches politics not only from the
small circles of social reciprocity but also from the infinite circle of God and
creation. Whether freedom and individualism can long survive outside the
infinite circle is a question I shall address in the final chapter of part II.
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SEVEN

Methodological Ingratitude

“She certainly did not hate him. No, hatred had vanished long ago.” In its
place was something more than respect, something beyond esteem. “It was
gratitude.—Gratitude, not merely for having once loved her, but for loving
her well enough to forgive all the petulance and acrimony of her manner in
rejecting him.” Instead of turning her away he did all he could “to preserve
the acquaintance.” A change of this magnitude in “a man of so much pride
excited not only astonishment but gratitude.” There was only one explana-
tion: “to love, ardent love, it must be attributed.” Thus far the rambling
thoughts of Elizabeth Bennet, tracking her changing feelings for the debo-
nair Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.

For some, the private and sentimental gratitude created by the politi-
cal and economic theorists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was
liberating. By erecting a market economy as a zone of pure self-interest, the
political and economic theorists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
conversely freed the realm of social relations for pure altruistic generosity.?
Liberalism liberated not only economic but also personal life by demon-
strating that the proper place of friendship is wholly “outside” the calculat-
ing exchanges of the marketplace, and also “outside” the reciprocities in
which friendship had been ensnared since Aristotle. Gratitude had become a
soft and womanly virtue, a virtue of domesticity and feminine piety, falling
within the province of novelists of romance and manners. The effort of polit-
ical theorists and economists to confine exchange to the marketplace also
opened up the possibility of the pure gift as its private counterpart. “Gift
theorists” are as indebted to Locke and Smith as democratic capitalists.?

143
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They are simply obverse sides of the liberal coin. Moralists continued, as we
see ahead, to moralize about gratitude, but it was well on its way to being
reduced to a sentiment, a matter of etiquette.*

Gratitude was, after all, no longer thought to be worthy of a central
place in serious thought. After the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, anyone who
proposed gratitude as a dominant stance in life looked hopelessly Panglos-
sian if not positively evil.® Scientific advances made mystical notions of cosmic
gratitude look quaint, and by the early part of the nineteenth century Dar-
win had posited natural evil rather than altruistic gift and grateful response
as the dynamic of evolutionary development. We are the product of a com-
petition for survival. It was a natural world in which benevolent reciprocity
seemed to have no place, and for some this Hobbesian war spilled into social
life. Economic and political developments also tarnished the usefulness of
gratitude as a category of serious reflection. Industrial capitalism was begin-
ning to take off, and a monetary economy had come to eclipse (though it
never eliminated) whatever “gift economy” existed in early modern Europe.
Politics was conducted not by kings and their knights, not by kings and
courtiers, but by kings (or, in some cases, PMs) and salaried bureaucrats.

Christianity was the first eruption of “ingratitude” in Western history;
the Reformation the second. The philosophers of the Enlightenment deto-
nated the third ingratitude bomb. Indebted as it was to Christian and Prot-
estant ingratitude, the Enlightenment was different. Jesus and Paul appealed
back beyond first-century Judaism to recall the Jews to a form of gratitude
they had all but forgotten. They were “ungrateful” toward the present in
view of a past that they hoped to enact in the future. The Reformers likewise
plundered the Bible and writers of the early church for standards by which to
measure late medieval Catholicism. Both the early Christians and Reformers
were ingrates toward the present order because they were grateful to God.
By contrast, the philosophers appealed to no deep past; their ingratitude was
not enclosed in an infinite circle of divine gift and human gratitude. They
appealed to reason, and they claimed to be starting all over again.

The aspiration to begin again is most overt in the French Revolution.
“Year 1 of the Revolution”—it was a potent symbol in Revolutionary France.
After the National Convention abolished the monarchy on September 21,
1793, they created a new calendar in which September 22 became 1 Ven-
demiaire, year 1 of the Republic. It was the beginning of a new age, the
beginning of a new world, built from a cleared ground. For observers like
Edmund Burke, it was clear evidence that the revolutionaries were motivated
by sheer ungrounded ingratitude. Burke’s assault on the French revolution-
aries turned on a theory about the obligations of political society. Social
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order is “indeed a contract,” yet it was a different sort of contractual arrange-
ment than “a partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and coftee, calico
or tobacco,” which are temporary and can be “dissolved by the fancy of the
parties.” The partnership of political society is not merely in certain “perish-
able” or “animal” needs, but one “in all art, a partnership in every virtue
and in all perfection.” Such virtues cannot be pursued in one generation
only. Society is thus a “partnership not only between those who are living,
but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to
be born.” There is a “great primeval contract of eternal society” that “holds
all moral natures each in their appointed place.” The contracts of each par-
ticular nation are no more than a “clause” in this universal human contract,
the law to which all are obligated, from which none can withdraw at their
pleasure, to be dissolved “into an unsocial, uncivil, and unconnected chaos
of elementary principles.” Only a “first and supreme necessity” that “is not
chosen, but chooses” can justify a resort to anarchy and a dissolution of a
particular order.® That order is established by convention, and it requires
long experience to be able to reform or revise the order wisely.

In his letter to the Earl of Lauderdale defending the pension granted to
him by Prime Minister William Pitt, Burke explicitly charges that revolution-
ary ethos is an ethos of ingratitude. “With them insurrection is the most
sacred of revolutionary duties to the state. Ingratitude to benefactors is the
first of revolutionary virtues. Ingratitude is indeed their four cardinal virtues
compacted and amalgamated into one; and he will find it in everything that
has happened since the commencement of the philosophic Revolution to this
hour.” It will never end. Any revolutionary who “pleads the merit of having
performed the duty of insurrection against the order he lives in (God forbid
he ever should)” will find others performing “the duty of insurrection against
him.” Anyone who “pleads . . . his ingratitude to the Crown for its creation of
his family, others will plead their right and duty to pay him in kind.””

Cogito and New Beginnings

Behind the political year 1 was a philosophical year 1, which first took shape
in the work of René Descartes.

Descartes included gratitude among the passions in his 1649 Les passions
de Pame. That classification itself is revealing. Instead of treating it as a vir-
tue, an aspect of justice, as Cicero and Aquinas had done, Descartes included
it among the passions. Within this context, much that Descartes says is quite
traditional. A good deed done by another evokes “approval,” and when that
good is done for us specifically the approval of the goodness of the action is
accompanied by gratitude.® Gratitude is defined as “a kind of love,” which
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is aroused by an action that does good or at least was intended for our good.
It “has the same content as approval,” but beyond approval gratitude is
“based on an action that affects us.” The passion evoked is not merely one
of love, but includes an element of reciprocation. We not only approve the
action done, but because the action was done for our benefit, “we desire
to reciprocate.” It is this desire for reciprocation that gives gratitude more
“strength” than merely approval, especially in those who have “noble and
generous” souls.” Good deeds are one-half of the working of human social
relations, but because gratitude seeks to reciprocate and close the circle of
good deeds, it is “one of the principal bonds of human society.”*°

Descartes denies that ingratitude qualifies as a passion since there is no
naturally implanted movement toward ingratitude. Rather, ingratitude is
nothing but “the direct opposite of gratitude.” It is not a passion but simply
a vice. According to Descartes, three categories of people exhibit this vice:
“Brutish” and “arrogant” people are ungrateful because they “think that all
things are their due”; some are too “stupid” to take time to reflect on the
benefits they receive from others; the “weak and abject” are obsequious in
seeking help but then hate their benefactors. A weak man hates his benefac-
tor because he “lacks the will to return the favour or despairs of his ability to
do so.” Certain that everyone is as greedy as he is and that no one does good
without expecting reward, he thinks he has deceived his benefactor by taking
a favor without any plan to return it.!!

Drawing on a tradition that goes back at least to Epicurus, Descartes
also claims that anger is “directly opposed to gratitude.” Anger is a species
of “hatred or aversion” that is directed specifically to “those who have done
(or tried to do) not just to someone but to us in particular.”'? In contrast to
indignation, which is “hatred or aversion” toward anyone who does evil to
anyone,' anger is specified. In that respect, it is like gratitude: gratitude is
a love that responds to a good done for me; anger is hate responding to evil
done to me. Descartes distinguishes two variceties of anger. The first “flares
up suddenly and is obvious from the outside,” but the other “gnaws more at
the heart.” The second is the more dangerous because “its strength is gradu-
ally increased by the agitation that a burning desire for vengeance stirs up
in the blood.” Blood, mixed with bile from the liver and spleen, creates heat
in the heart. This sort of anger opposes gratitude in a particular way: gener-
ous souls are the most grateful, and conversely the souls that are most vain,
abject, and weak are the ones most susceptible to this slow-burning anger.
The more vain a person is, the more intense his anger at wrongs done to him:
to a proud person, any wrong done is an event of apocalyptic magnitude.'*



methodological ingratitude — 147

It is here that Descartes contributes something innovative to the theory
of gratitude and generosity. Generosity, Descartes says, has two elements:
the conviction that one possesses nothing “except the free control of his voli-
tions,” and the determination to use that freedom for good purposes.'® Van-
ity leads to excesses of anger because it causes us to exaggerate the wrongs
done to us. Generosity has the opposite effect: it “makes us put a low value
on all the good things that might be taken away” and a correspondingly
“high value on the liberty and absolute control over ourselves that we cease
to have when we take offense at something that someone else does.” Gen-
erosity is “the best remedy” for excesses of anger. A generous man will not
be aroused to extremes of anger; his generosity will keep anger in check,
limiting it to contempt or “at most to indignation.”!® Generosity is thus not
only a virtue in itself, but also the control switch on vices. It is not, however,
a control only on anger. It arrests and limits the damage of vices generally.
Generosity enables one to have command over jealousy and envy because the
generous man finds worth only in those things that are completely within
his control. It limits anger because the generous esteem everyone, and the
generous are fearless because of their confidence in their virtue.'” Generosity
is “a kind of key to all other virtues and a general remedy for every disorder
of the passions.”'® Where Aristotle and the scholastics had emphasized mag-
nanimity or prudence as the chief virtue, Descartes’ neo-Stoic ethic instead
places generosity at the pinnacle of the hierarchy of virtues.!

Despite his traditional encomiums to gratitude and polemics against
its opposite, something else is happening. Descartes advocates generosity
because it reflects the stoic detachment from those things outside one’s con-
trol, including detachment from any generous act on the part of others.
Despite his affirmation of the virtue of gratitude, Descartes” understanding
of generosity is a solvent of the passion of gratitude. Furthermore, Descartes
links his account of gratitude to a dualistic anthropology in which the soul
exists within the “machine” of the body.?° He explains the heart’s functions,
the production of “animal spirits” in the brain, the movement of muscles,
and the perceptions of the senses without reference to the soul, all of which
“the body can do unaided.”® The soul and body are intertwined, particu-
larly in the pineal gland that Descartes identifies as the place where the soul
is concentrated in greatest intensity. But the anthropology that locates grati-
tude in the soul militates against a developed notion of gratitude.

More important, Descartes’ fundamental, foundationalist method of
philosophy was as much a methodological ingratitude as scholasticism was
methodological gratitude. Famously, he tried to restart philosophy on the
basis of the undeniable truth of his own existence. Descartes’ ego cogito,



148 — gratitude

ergo sum is not original, at least in its form. It has origins in Augustine,
who said in response to skeptics, “I have no fear of the arguments of the
Academics. They say, ‘Suppose you are mistaken?” I reply, ‘If I am mistaken,
I exist [sz fallor, sum].” A non-existent being cannot be mistaken; therefore
I must exist, if [ am mistaken. . . . Then, since my being mistaken proves
that I exist, how can I be mistaken in thinking that I exist, seeing that my
mistaken establishes my existence [quando certum me esse, si fallor]?” But
Descartes recognized that his use of this form of argument is quite different
from Augustine’s: “I do indeed find that [Augustine] does use it to prove
the certainty of our existence. He goes on to show that there is a certain
likeness of the Trinity in us, in that we exist, we know that we exist, and we
love the existence and the knowledge we have. I, on the other hand, use the
argument to show that this I that is thinking is an immaterial substance with
no bodily element. These are two very different things.” Indeed they are:
in fact, Augustine and Descartes are further apart than this statement from
Descartes indicates. Augustine’s purpose in the larger context is to establish
the continuing goodness of the world following the fall (against the Man-
ichees). To this end, Augustine argues that “we recognize in ourselves . . . an
image of God, that is of the Supreme trinity. It is not an adequate image, but
avery distant parallel.” And this premise leads to the conclusion that “we are
human beings, created in our Creator’s image.”?? For Augustine, the argu-
ment was part of an argument to support faith. For Descartes, it was part of
a ground-clearing argument that would enable philosophy to start afresh on
a basis of clear and distinct ideas, firmer than scholasticism.

Annoying Duty

Like those of Descartes, some of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s discussions of
gratitude are quite traditional. In book IV of Emile, Rousseau lays out a
theory of “sublimation” by which Emile’s adolescent sexual desires can lay
the basis for higher moral and aesthetic pursuits.”® “As soon as he loves,”
Rousseau writes, “he depends on his attachments. Thus are formed the first
bonds linking him to his species.”?* Initially, these bonds will be forged only
with his students, friends, and closest fellows, but over time, as his nature
is cultivated and after he reflects on the character of his attachments to his
relations, “he will be able to get to the point of generalizing his individual
notions under the abstract idea of humanity and to join to his particular
affections those which can make him identify with his species.” Leading a
student to become sensitive to the bonds he has with others is a delicate pro-
cess. A teacher is always in danger of exacting “obedience from him in return
for the efforts you made on his behalf,” which will only leave him oppressed



methodological ingratitude — 149

at the obligations imposed without his consent: “He will say to himself that,
while feigning to oblige him for nothing, you aspired to put him in debt and
to bind him by a contract.”

Reflections on the way teaching can backfire lead Rousseau into a gen-
eral reflection on the problems of granting benefits: “Ingratitude would be
rarer if usurious benefactions were less common. We like what does us good.
It is so natural a sentiment! Ingratitude is not in the heart of man, but self-
interest is. There are fewer obligated ingrates than self-interested benefac-
tors. If you sell me your gifts, I shall haggle about the price. But if you feign
giving in order to sell later at your price, you are practicing fraud. It is their
being free that makes these gifts priceless.” A fish has no debt of gratitude
to the fisherman that offers him bait and then hooks him on his line. True
benefaction does not come with a hook attached, and thus it never happens
that “a true benefaction [will] produce an ingrate.” Because gratitude is a
natural sentiment, so long as a benefactor does not abuse his position, the
pupil will be grateful. As soon as a giver “vaunts” his services, then they
become “unendurable” for the recipient. Better for the benefactor to forget
the benefits he has given, for that will make the recipient more apt to remem-
ber them.? All this could have been written by Seneca, who understood well
that poorly given gifts can be onerous, that clumsy benefactions feed ingrati-
tude. Elsewhere in Emile, Rousseau discusses the techniques a teacher can
use to inculcate gratitude. The Savoyard Vicar encourages a teacher to give
books to a student “to detach him gradually from his idle and vagrant life.”
He can even require the student to take extracts from the books he reads, but
he will relieve the burden by “feigning to need these extracts,” and by this
same deception he will feed “the noble sentiment of gratitude.”?°

In personal life, Rousseau bristled at the constraints that obligations
placed on him.?” Rousseau’s instinctive resistance to the constraints of social
life included, explicitly, resistance to the obligations incurred by dependence
on the favor of others. He reacted to reminders from friends about how
much he owed patrons, and in a letter to Malesherbes he wrote, “every bene-
fit demands gratitude; and I feel my heart to be ungrateful from the very fact
that gratitude is a duty.” The demand for generosity was equally irksome.
In the sixth of his Reveries du promenenr solitaire, Rousseau describes how
he gave a coin to a lame boy he met on a Paris street so often that it became
“a kind of duty I soon felt to be annoying.” To avoid the boy, he eventually
stopped walking in the street. Though he recognized that he had broken
an implicit contract of generosity and gratitude, he said that the injustice
was “the effect of an independence the heart loves and pronounces only
with effort.” Bonds of generosity are as strong as bonds of gratitude. Giving
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poses obligations as much as receiving. Roussecau muses on the blessing of
possessing a ring of invisibility that would allow him to be generous without
incurring the obligation to anyone.?8

Indeed, he bristled at constraints of any kind. Living according to the
clock was a new experience for Jean-Jacques when he arrived in Paris, and
he considered it an inhibition to his natural love of life. In his Roussean
Juge de Jean-Jacques, he described himself as a man who “loves activity, but
he detests constraint. Work is no strain on him provided he can do it at his
own rather than at another’s time.”?” The regulation of his bodily move-
ments was bad enough, but Rousseau particularly resented the way that
social constraints affected his soul. Gradually, he began to see that this kind
of constraint was the essence of the deceptions of Parisian po/itesse: “I have
been very warmly welcomed,” a character in The New Heloise says. “People
meet me full of friendship; they show me a thousand civilities; they render
me services of all sorts.” Yet the kindness rang false: “How can you become
immediately the friend of a man whom you have never seen before?”*® The
pressure of politeness is relentless, and it is morally and intellectually damag-
ing: “Endlessly, politeness makes demands, decorum gives orders; endlessly,
we follow customs, never our own bent.”3!

On day in the summer of 1749, Rousseau was walking from Paris to visit
Diderot when he read a newspaper ad concerning an essay competition on
the question, “Has the restoration of the arts and sciences helped to purify
morals?” He experienced something like an evangelical conversion, as in a
moment everything rushed into him that would later be contained in his
subsequent writings on the origins of inequality, the social contract, and
education. His fundamental insight was a vision of the difference between
homme naturel and homme artificiel, between natural man and man as soci-
ety has remade him, between the freedom of man as he was made and as he
existed in a state of nature and man as he has been enchained by the social
contract and the demands of polite society. Seeing through the dazzling
artificiality of Parisian society meant, in part, seeing through the obligations
of gift and gratitude that constitute that society.

Rousseau needed a standard against which to measure eighteenth-
century society, and he found it in the state of nature. Rousseau’s state of
nature differed from both the Hobbesian war of all against all and the natu-
ral freedom and equality of Locke. Hobbes considered gratitude one of the
natural laws of human society, and Locke recognized the filial bonds of
gratitude and honor as natural, though he denied that they formed the basis
for political order. Rousseau’s state of nature has no room for bonds of grati-
tude. Each man is author of himself, self-created. Rousseau was especially
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opposed to the interdependent natural state put forward by Pufendorf’s On
the Duties of Man and Citizen. A human being has “an intense concern for
his own preservation,” but because of his neediness he cannot fulfill this
concern “without the help of his fellows.” Thus, humanity is “well fitted for
the mutual provision of benefits.” Nature, Pufendorf insists, establishes kin-
ship among men, and thus mutual goodwill is a natural law. Each man has
unique skills, and thus each can be useful to others. If the benefit one has to
offer costs nothing, withholding it is a “particularly odious act of ill will and
inhumanity.” If the benefit is costly, then giving it displays a “higher degree
of humanity.” Not only are all naturally equipped and bound to be generous,
but gratitude too is written into the state of man: in return for a favor, “a
man who has received a benefit should be grateful,” which includes a show of
appreciation, goodwill for the benefactor, and alertness to “an opportunity
to make an equal or larger repayment, as he can.”??

Rousseau would have none of this. In Emzle, he argues that a teacher
should be careful to keep a young student’s imagination in check until the
proper time. For a long time, Emile will be allowed to read only Robinson
Crusoe, the “Bible of the new science of nature” that “reveals man’s true
original condition.”®® Crusoe has no assistance from any other humans, nor
any help from civilized technology,** but still he pursues his own preserva-
tion and acquires “a kind of well-being.” Rousseau knows that this is not
the state of social man, nor a state in which Emile is likely to find himself.
Still, “it is on the basis of this very state that he ought to appraise all the oth-
ers.” Crusoe’s experience provides a means for “raising oneself above preju-
dices and ordering one’s judgments about the true relations of things.” One
should test artificial social order from the viewpoint of how an isolated man
would judge it.?® Rousscau admits at the outset of his essay on the origin
of inequality that such a state may never have existed. Still, it functions like
the fall account in Christian theology: it sets a paradisiacal standard against
which to measure the corruptions of the world, and it simultaneously gives
one hope that the corruptions of the world are not simply written into the
nature of things.

Inspired by the image of Crusoe, Rousseau’s radical conception of the
state of nature dispenses with the bonds of social life entirely. Natural men
have no desires or passions except the most basic kind—to satisfy physical
wants. He eats when he is hungry, drinks when he is thirsty, copulates when
he is filled with sexual desire. There is no family gratitude in Rousseau’s state
of nature because there is no family. Men and women have random and non-
binding sex, and the children they produce survive or die depending on the
strength of their constitution. Rousseau finds it “impossible to conceive why,
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in a state of nature, one man should stand more in need of the assistance of
another, than a monkey or a wolf of the assistance of another of its kind: or,
granting that he did, what motives could induce that other to assist him;
or, even then, by what means they could agree about the conditions.” The
natural man wanders about “an equal stranger to war and all ties.” Bonds
of servitude arise from “mutual dependence of men on one another and the
reciprocal needs that unite them,” but those needs and that dependence arise
only when one declines to a point where he cannot do everything himself,
when he falls from his Crusoe Eden. That condition does not exist in the
state of nature at all, since “every one is there his own master, and the law of
the strongest is of no effect.”®® In the state of nature, there is no inequality
except the sheer physical sort. No benefits are given, none received, none
reciprocated. For Rousseau, of course, this is deeply liberating, because the
debts of gratitude are irksome. The state of nature is Rousseau’s fantasy of
wish fulfillment.

There is one exception to the isolation and lack of passion of natural
man: natural man experiences pity. Citing Mandeville’s description of a par-
ent watching a child torn to death by a wild animal, he observes that “men
would have never been better than monsters, had not nature bestowed on
them a sense of compassion, to aid their reason.” Beyond Mandeville, Rous-
seau argues that compassion or pity is the source of all social virtues: “what is
generosity, clemency or humanity but compassion applied to the weak, to the
guilty, or to mankind in general.” Giving benefits and relations of friendship
are “only the effects of compassion.” Rousseau is “certain that compassion
is a natural feeling” that moderates love of self and thus “contributes to the
preservation of the whole species.”®” What it does not do, importantly, is cre-
ate bonds of reciprocal need and dependence. Pity is a passion of distance.
Aristotle and Cicero would have hardly recognized a friendship built on
compassion as friendship at all.

Obligations and relations come at a second stage. Over time, the sav-
ages wandering through the forest keep bumping into each other, and the
repeated contact gives them a sense that they share something in common.
Men and women decide to live together with their children under a sin-
gle roof, forming little societies where “liberty and reciprocal attachment
were the only bonds of its union.” So long as men confined themselves to
labor that each could accomplish alone, there was no need for mutual assis-
tance, but “from the moment one man began to stand in need of the help of
another, from the moment it appeared advantageous to any one man to have
enough provisions for two, equality disappeared.” Land had to be divided in
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order to be cultivated. Thus “natural inequality unfolds itself insensibly with
that of combination.”38

Division between “mine” and “thine” awakened envy, which awakened
violence and acquisitiveness. At this point, Rousseau imagines something
akin to a Hobbesian state of nature, but he sees this as the product of emerg-
ing society rather than as the natural state per se. Faced with these dangers,
men have no choice but to join forces “to guard the weak from oppression,
to restrain the ambitious, and secure to every man the possession of what
belongs to him.” Political institutions seemed to offer advantages, and so
“all ran headlong to their chains.” The aim, of course, was not to enslave
themselves but to protect liberty, but in the event the formation of social
and legal order “bound new fetters on the poor, and gave new powers to the
rich.” Government did not begin with arbitrary power ceded to the state, but
rather became “depraved” and reverted to the “law of the strongest,” just the
law that society was formed to overcome.?’

Rousseau issues a call “back to nature,” but he does not see the forma-
tion of society as an entire loss. In the competition for honors that “inflames”
civilized men to rivalry and enmity, he sees not only the worst but also the
best, “both our virtues and our vices, our science and our errors, our con-
querors and our philosophers.”*? Returning to nature does not mean undo-
ing all the knots of obligation that society brings, but attempting to reform
society so that it conforms more closely to the true nature of man, to his
inherent freedom and equality.

Behind this is a conviction about the nature of obligation in general.
Contrary to many interpretations, Rousseau is not opposed to law. In fact,
the exaltation of law is at the center of his thought, as Kant (almost alone
among Rousscau’s readers) recognized.*! But in society man gives his con-
sent to the law, and finds in the law a charter of freedom. The best law is not
heteronomous, an imposition from the outside, but the law of autonomy, a
law that expresses the deepest instincts of man. As Rousseau says in Emile,
“The heart receives laws only from itself. By wanting to enchain it, one
releases it; one enchains it by leaving it free.”*?

Rousseau’s ideal is clearly the republican government of Geneva. In the
prefatory address to the magistrates of his home city that begins his essay on
inequality, he praises the city and its government as the best possible one.
He knows that he received much from Geneva, and most especially from his
father. But Rousseau does not once express gratitude to the city, only zeal.

Even after the social contract forms men into a political society, grati-
tude plays little role. In The Social Contract, it is almost entirely absent. But
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in his discussion of civil religion toward the end of that treatise, Rousseau
argues that the ideal republic needs a religion that is not politically divisive
like Christianity nor a purely private religion, which contributes nothing to
society. What is needed is a “purely civil” profession of faith that functions as
a set of “sentiments of sociability, without which it is impossible to be either
a good or loyal subject.” Anyone who demurs will be expelled, not as for
impiety but for antisocial behavior. The creed should include some positive
dogmas—*“the existence of an omnipotent, intelligent, benevolent divinity
that foresees and provides; the life to come; the happiness of the just; the
punishment of sinners; the sanctity of the social contract and the law.” It has
only one negative dogma: “No intolerance.”? Civil religion opens a space
that might be occupied by gratitude. An intelligent and benevolent deity
who provides for the people might be a suitable object of grateful worship,
which would function as one of the sentiments of sociability that keeps the
city together. Rousseau’s fears of the abuse of benevolence, however, over-
take this option. If he opens a space for gratitude, it is a space that he leaves
utterly empty.**

As much as Locke and Hobbes, Rousseau needs gratitude to secure his
civic order. As much as Locke and Hobbes, perhaps even more, the thrust of
his philosophy eliminates gratitude as a potent social power.

Sacred Duty

Like Descartes, Immanuel Kant posits a year 1. Kant frames his answer to
the question, “What is Enlightenment?” as a demand for maturity. Enlight-
enment, Kant says, “is man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity.”
Immaturity he defines as “the inability to use one’s own understanding with-
out the guidance of another,” and this immaturity is “self-incurred” when
the cause is “lack of resolution and courage” to use one’s understanding
without guidance from outside authority. “Laziness and cowardice” are the
two chief impediments to enlightenment, particularly laziness, since it is so
casy to be immature and simply pay for someone to make decisions for us.
Famously, he quotes from Horace, but the “sapere aude” does not mean “be
wise” but “dare to be wise,” and Kant’s emphasis is on the daring as much
as the wisdom.

For all the pyrotechnics of his programmatic essay, Kant expresses fairly
traditional views on gratitude in his Lectures on Ethics. Echoing the Sen-
ecan tradition, Kant says that ingratitude is among the vices that “are the
essence of vileness and wickedness.” He adds, “It is inhuman to hate and
persecute one from whom we have reaped a benefit, and if such conduct
were the rule it would cause untold harm. Men would then be afraid to do
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good to anyone lest they should receive evil in return for their good.™® He
argues too that a good man might deliberately refuse benefits offered so as
to avoid the obligations they impose on him. Like Descartes, Kant has some
innovative and interesting things to say about gratitude and especially about
ingratitude. He links ingratitude with envy as a species of “human hate that
is the complete opposite of human love.” Kant distinguishes two sorts of
ingratitude: “qualified” ingratitude is hatred of a benefactor, but the other
and more common form of ingratitude is simple “thoughtlessness.”*¢ Ingrat-
itude is common, and in Kant’s view this commonness is not the result of a
moral decline in society (as it is for the nostalgic Seneca). This commonality
of ingratitude is a social evil because it undermines the motivation for giving,
which is one of the bonds of society, and more deeply because in ingratitude
love is “turned upside down.” Ingratitude is not mere lack but “an urge to
hate the person who loves us.”*”

These traditional views seem ungrounded. Kant complicates gratitude
in a systematic way.*® His deep admiration for Isaac Newton and the achieve-
ments of post-Baconian science was combined with anxiety about the cost of
a mechanistic scientific outlook for human values, morality, and religion. To
“make room for faith,” he argued, he would have to “do away with knowl-
edge.” This he accomplished with a twofold limitation. Theoretical reason’s
province is limited to the realm of phenomena, appearances that are received
through sense data. Things in themselves are outside our knowing, but this
means, conversely, that freedom, immortality, and the reality of God are
outside the realm of theoretical reason and are known only to reason in its
practical operation, only in its answers to ethical questions about what is and
what is not to be done. In making room for faith, Kant makes room for God,
in some ways considerable room. Kant leaves two jobs for God to do. The
first is a “regulative” function. The world appears to be governed by a wise
ruler. We cannot know that the world is in fact governed by God, but we can
act as if it is, and that helps to stimulate research and science. God’s second
and more central role is a moral one. We all face unconditional imperatives,
duties that we need to accept against all desire and against our own happi-
ness, and religion means simply to do your duty as it it were a divine com-
mand. Religion is ethics, and all the rest of religion, while it may be useful, is
not the heart of religious life. Sacraments, worship, dogma, liturgy, hymns,
prayer are part of “ecclesiastical” religion but do not constitute the religious
life. Reason tells us that the content of religion is only ethics understood as
God’s voice speaking to us. If religions aimed at this goal, they would all
agree: dogmatically, there is going to be disagreement; but there is universal
ethical consensus among religions.*?
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The ethics that Kant arrives at in the Grundlegung zur Metaphysic der Sit-
ten does not appear to leave much space for gratitude. In his effort to purify
the realm of ethics, he argues that “[nJothing can possibly be conceived in
the world, or even out of it, which can be called good without qualification,
except a good will.”*® And the good will, for Kant, is a will that follows
duty rather than its own inclinations or any expectation of happiness. The
categorical imperative confronts us not with the offer of happiness but with
a simple and absolute “Do this.” This imperative arises out of the autonomy
and the universal rationality of the human will. Since the will is self-moving,
the good must lie in itself and not in any end it aims to achieve. Since ratio-
nality is universal, the imperative that confronts the will must be a universal
one. From these premises, he draws the maxim that guides all moral conduct:
“Act only according to the maxim by which you can will at the same time that
it becomes a universal law”%! or “Act that the maxim of your will could always
hold at the same time as a principle in giving a universal law.”*> As Michael
Waldstein summarizes, “I am autonomous when I will what I will without
being motivated by any good or evil, that is, when I move myself according
to the categorical imperative. I fall into heteronomy when I will something
because it is good.”>® If Kant rules out doing good because it is good to do,
he certainly rules out doing good in hopes of a return. Giving benefits for
the sake of'a return benefit violates the autonomy of practical reason. So does
returning service because of a previous service given.

Kant’s personalism ends at the same point. Kant argues with great power
that human beings are not means but always ends: “It is only in man, and
in many only as a subject of morality, that an unconditioned legislation con-
cerning purposes can be found, which thus enables him alone to be a final
purpose to which the whole of nature is telelogically subordinated.”** Each
person must be treated as the final end of nature. Kant can thus state the
imperative of practical reason as this: “In the whole of creation everything
one wants and over which one has any power can also be used merely as a
means; a human being alone, and with him every rational creature, is an end
in itself.”®® Such is the purity of Kant’s system, though, that the acts of giv-
ing for the purpose of doing good, for the purpose of glorifying God, and
in the hope of a return of thanks and a continuation of a relationship are all
ruled out. All of these motivations treat the other as a means rather than an
end. Kant rejects all circles of gratitude. Ethics is linear; doing good, giving
benefits, is purely a matter of unrequited duty.

Kant’s views on gratitude get more complicated when his later writings
are taken into account. The widespread understanding of Kant as an ethicist
of autonomy generally builds almost exclusively on the early Grundwerk and
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does not take sufficient account of Kant’s more substantive discussion of
ethics, especially in the second section of his 1797 Die Metaphysik der Sitten,
“The Doctrine of Virtue.” That is where he most explicitly and thoroughly
explores gratitude and ingratitude.>® Here more fully than elsewhere, Kant
integrates the duty of love into his ethical scheme. Love in this context can-
not be a sentiment, since sentiments cannot be commanded. Rather, love is
a practical virtue. In addition to treating the duties of love, Kant examines
duties of respect. The difference has to do with the effect that the fulfill-
ment of a duty has on another. If an ethical action, a dutiful action, imposes
an obligation on the one who is acted upon, then it is a duty of love. If the
action does not impose such an obligation, it is a duty of respect. Duties
of love are meritorious, since they are not strictly required. In this scheme,
beneficence is a duty of love, and in fact is the leading duty of love, since
it imposes on the recipient of the benefit a duty of gratitude.”” Everyone is
obliged to be beneficent by promoting “the happiness of others in need” and
without “hope for something in return.”®® This is part of Kant’s emphasis
on the duty to advance the happiness of others, which takes a prominence
in his late work that it does not have in the Grundwerk. Virtue aims at ends,
and one’s own moral perfection is one end of virtuous action, but in Kant’s
late work virtue also aims at the promotion of others” happiness as an end.®

Despite Kant’s rigorous articulation of an ethics of duty, he finds some
room for feelings and sentiments. As noted earlier, “love” means practical
action, but the duty to love includes sentiments and feelings in a secondary
position as accompaniments to the practice of practical love. Sentiments of
love cannot be commanded, and so cannot rise to the level of duty. But the
law can command the duty of cultivating such sentiments.®® Similarly with
gratitude: feelings of gratefulness cannot be imposed as duties, since senti-
ments are beyond the reach of moral law, but those who receive benefits
have the duty to cultivate feelings of gratefulness toward their benefactors.
Gratitude should be shown even to “predecessors, even to those one cannot
identify with certainty.”®! Gratitude is an intergenerational virtue, a point
at some tension with Kant’s characterization of enlightened maturity as a
liberation from tradition.

“The Doctrine of Virtue” leaves some loose ends dangling. Kant argues,
in keeping with the tradition going back to Seneca, that gratitude includes
the duty to “render equal services to the benefactor if he can receive them
(if he is still living) or, if he cannot, to render them to others.”®? But it is not
clear what sort of equality Kant means here, and if he means this principle
to be taken strictly, then it is impossible to fulfill. He seems to ignore rel-
evant considerations about the relative position and wealth of the parties. A
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poor client will only rarely have the opportunity to render “equal” services
to a benefactor. Kant provides little indication of how he would resolve this
dilemma. Though odd on the face of it, Kant’s characterization of the duty
of gratitude as a “sacred duty” is somewhat easier to resolve. According to
Kant, a sacred duty is one

the violation of which (as a scandalous example) can destroy the moral incen-
tive to beneficence in its very principle. For, a moral object is sacred if the
obligation with regard to it cannot be discharged completely by any act in
keeping with it (so that one who is under obligation always remains under
obligation). Any other duty is an ordinary duty.—But one cannot, by any
repayment of a kindness received, rid oneself of the obligation for it, since the
recipient can never win away from the benefactor his priority of merit, namely
having been the first in benevolence.®?

There are two standards here for identifying a sacred duty. First, Kant defines
it negatively. A failure to perform a duty is a moral fault, but a failure to per-
form a sacred duty does wider damage because it undermines the chief duty
of love, which is beneficence. Ingratitude dries up the springs of gifts at the
source, and this is disastrous for everyone. Second, positively, a sacred duty
is one that can never be discharged completely. Elsewhere, Kant makes the
point even more emphatically: “[BJeneficence creates a debt that can never
be repaid. Even if I return to my benefactor fifty times more than he gave
me, I am still not yet quits with him, for he did me a good turn that he did
not owe me, and was the first in doing so. Even if I return it to him fifty
times over, [ still do it merely to repay the benefit and discharge the debt.
Here I can no longer get ahead of him; for he remains always the one who
was first to show me a kindness.”®* A recipient of a benefit is duty bound to
perform acts of gratitude forever. The reason, Kant indicates, is simply the
temporal priority of the benefactor. His act was meritorious, because it was
not done to fulfill a debt. But it imposes a debt obligation on the recipient,
and it is a burden from which the beneficiary can never be released.

This is a hard saying. It seems as oppressive a system of reciprocity as
any we have examined in earlier chapters. Yet Kant’s argument is perfectly
consistent with the traditional view of gratitude. Gratitude is not strictly
speaking a debt, though the language of debt is often used. It is an unusual
kind of debt, one in which the obligation is not discharged and relieved by
repayment. Turn Kant around: suppose gratitude could be discharged by
rendering “equal” services; then gratitude would seem to be no different
from a loan. But everyone from Seneca on denies that benefits are to be
treated as loans. More important, Kant’s point is to indicate that gratitude is
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not directed at the benefit so much as at the benefactor: “We . . . are thankful
not merely for the good we have received, but also for the fact that the other
is well disposed toward us.”®® What sort of debt would gratitude be if a show
of gratitude had a “paid in full” toward the giver? The recipient can certainly
show gratitude, feel grateful emotions, and even repay service, but that does
not end the bond that the original gift formed.®¢ Gratitude is thus a sacred
duty because generosity shown and received does not end the relationship
between giver and recipient.

This late treatise goes some way to resolve the apparent tensions between
Kant’s emphasis on moral autonomy on the one hand and his emphasis on
the obligation of gratitude on the other. Kant regards ingratitude with hor-
ror. He defines it as “displeasure or discontent at the obligation the other
has laid on us, through the kindness he has shown towards us,” and claims
that it, like envy and malice, arises from the inherent spirit of rivalry that
grips human beings. He sces ingratitude emerging from the inequality that
benefits create, the threat that dependence poses to one’s self-esteem and
autonomy, and in some cases hostility to the benefactor himself. Gratitude,
he observes, “seems to be contrary to our self-esteem, since it can almost
never appear without the benefactor’s worth being coupled with a demean-
ing of the value of the other party.”®” The key passage is this: “What makes
such a vice possible is misunderstanding one’s duty to oneself, the duty of
not needing and asking for others’ beneficence, since this puts one under an
obligation to them, but rather preferring to bear the hardships of life oneself
than to burden others with them and so incur indebtedness (obligation); for
we fear that by showing gratitude we take the inferior position of a depen-
dent in relation to his protector, which is contrary to real self-esteem (pride
in the dignity of humanity in one’s own person).”®® This seems to imply that
reception of benefits is an actual threat to self-esteem. Such an interpretation
has a basis in Kant’s ethical system as a whole. He argues for self-sufficiency,
claims that it is a moral duty to do all that we can to avoid neediness, and
severely limits the circumstances when it is appropriate to accept benevo-
lence from others. Yet the foregoing passage indicates that ingratitude arises
from a misunderstanding of proper self-esteem. Though it is true that a ben-
efit creates an inequality between the giver and recipient (and, according to
Kant, a permanent inequality), this is not, Kant insists, a mora/ asymmetry.
When we realize that self-esteem is dependent on the inherent dignity of
human beings and not on our relative relation to others, we can combat the
vice of ingratitude and receive benefits without fear. Besides, Kant says with
some regret it seems, we cannot avoid dependence altogether: “To be able
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to rid oneself of all needs, one would have to be a higher being. . . ; [but
human beings], in respect of their physical nature, are not capable of total
self-sufficiency.”®”

Despite Kant’s fuller account of gratitude in his late work, he has not
escaped the effects of his basic ethical convictions. His inclusion of love and
sympathy in his ethics runs aground on his insistence on autonomy. Having
flattened the circle of reciprocity into a line of duty, he cannot resurrect the
circle.

Conclusion

The Enlightenment owes its ingratitude, and even some of its specific expres-
sions, to the original Christian disruptions. Paul as much as Kant wanted
the human race to grow up; Paul as much as Rousseau was careful to avoid
indebtedness. For Paul, of course, both of these themes were radically chris-
tological. Paul thought the race had grown up with the coming of Jesus,
and that meant that “gratitude” to the fathers no longer would take the
form of slavishly following their traditions and practices. Paul said, “no
debts” because he insisted that Jesus had paid them all. The liberty to which
Paul called the early Christians was a liberty in Christ. Descartes, Kant,
and Rousseau attempted to extend the liberty while putting Christ to the
side—honoring Him perhaps, but certainly not making him central to their
program of illumination. In place of traditional circles and the infinite Chris-
tian circle, they offered an empty space for rebuilding or a pure line of duty.
It is an unstable basis for social life, and in the event it was fairly rapidly
overtaken by renewed circles, which arrived in the West from exotic realms
across the sea.



PART TII
Reciprocity Rediscovered,
Reciprocity Suspected
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EIGHT

Primitive Circles

In the beginning there was Boas. Then there was Thurnwald. Then there
was Malinowski. And in the last days there came one named Mauss to pro-
claim the good news of the gift, which descended from exotic Polynesia and
Melanesia to the decadent capitalist West.

For centuries, Europeans and Americans had encountered “primi-
tive” or “savage” tribes and puzzled over their practices regarding gifts and
exchanges. Portuguese explorers came bearing gifts for the tribesmen they
encountered on the coast of West Africa. Many conquistadors snickered at
the folly of the “Indians” who accepted trinkets in place of real valuables.
Gifts were exchanged as tokens of good will and signs of peace, and occa-
sionally some observed that gifts played other social functions as well. Nick-
laus Federmann led a large expedition of a couple of hundred to Venezuela
and Columbia in 1530. Trading with the Caquetios, he realized that he
could become rich by trading axes, knives, and hoes for the abundant gold
that the Indians possessed, but he also observed that “they gave us so many
gifts and presents from good will, and only to prove their magnificence to
us, and not, as in the other hamlets and nations visited, from fear.”* Already
in 1764, Thomas Hutchinson of Massachusetts Bay Colony knew of the
“Indian gift” as “a proverbial expression signifying a present for which an
cquivalent return is expected.”? Eighteenth-century Europeans who visited
New Zealand sometimes made the mistake of admiring a Maori pendant.
The owner would force it on the admirer as a gift, and soon after would be
smiling and speaking in praise of the recipient’s coat or gun.?

163
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With the rise of anthropology, such passing comments in travelogues,
accounts from discoverers and colonists, and missionary accounts were given
more systematic theoretical treatment. For our purposes, the result was a
dramatic renewal of reciprocity. The circle was back.

Gifts before Mauss

In his studies of the Kwakiutl Indians who lived on the coast of British
Columbia, Franz Boas described the institution of the potlatch that later
became famous through Mauss’ book.* Others had observed and recorded the
potlatch ceremony before Boas, but none had analyzed its place in Kwakiutl
society as he did and none had tried to discern the logic of what appeared to
Western observers to be a tremendous waste of resources. Through intensive
studies of social organization, myths, religion, and rituals, Boas discovered a
regular oscillation in Kwakiutl social life. During the greater part of the year,
the tribe was rigidly hierarchical, but during the winter the clans broke down
into secret societies segregated by sex, and it was during this period that the
tribe celebrated its potlatch ceremonies. Boas discerned the competitive edge
of the giving and destruction of wealth during the potlatch, recognizing that
the most excessive givers and destroyers enhanced their status in the tribe.
He also described the potlatches as loan exchanges. A recipient of a potlatch
gift was expected to return the gift at the next year’s potlatch. Marriage
customs were entwined with the potlatch as well. A man was able to gain the
hand of a woman by potlatch exchanges with her family.®

In his studies of the Banaro tribe of New Guinea, Richard Thurnwald
discovered a similar principle of reciprocity that explained the social order
of the tribe down to the spatial arrangement of the families. The Banaro,
he found, consisted of four villages, each of which could be subdivided into
smaller “hamlets.” Each hamlet had a “goblin hall” divided into two sections
that represented the blood relations that needed to be reconciled. The goblin
halls were homes to the spirit. Thurnwald was struck by “the symmetry in
the arrangement of the goblin-hall,” which he described as the “expression
in space-terms of the principle of social reciprocity or the ‘retaliation of like
for like”” Thurnwald was willing to generalize: reciprocity “pervades the
thought of primitive peoples, and often finds its expression in their social
organization.” Sexual life and marriage among the Banaro displayed the
same principles. Women were fairly independent, but their sexual lives were
ordered by a defined series of relations, not only with their husband but
also with their husband’s relations. A Banaro man had corresponding sexual
encounters with his wife’s relations.” As a result, Thurnwald argued, “all
members of the tribe are connected with, and dependent on, each other.”
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Shared sexual partners functioned as “insurance against the disturbing influ-
ence of the emotions upon social life,”
rivalry in particular.’

Bronislaw Malinowski’s studies of the Trobriand Islanders likewise high-

lighted the circulation of gifts in primitive cultures. Though he was influ-

insurance against envy and sexual

enced by the work of Karl Bucher, he contested Bucher’s claim that “savages
... have no economic organization.” He believed that if he could prove that
Polynesians (“taken as representative of the majority of the savage race now
in existence”) possessed “distinct forms of economic organization,” then
one would expect “to find more facts of economic interest than have been
hitherto recorded.” In fact, the Trobriand Islanders did have an economic
organization; it simply was different from anything that Bucher recognized
as an economic organization.’ His best-known discovery was the kula, which
he described as “a form of exchange, of extensive, inter-tribal character; it is
carried on by communities inhabiting a wide rings of islands, which form a
closed circuit.” The kula trade involved two comparatively useless items—
soulava, red shell necklaces, and mwali, white shell bracelets. The former
moved from one person to the next in a clockwise direction around the
archipelago, while the mwali moved counterclockwise. Gifts never stopped
moving. Someone who received one of the gifts might possess it for a year
or two, but then he had to trade it the next time a kula boat stopped at his
island. The kula was an economic exchange in that goods changed hands,
but it was also bound up with power relations among the islanders. Embark-
ing on a trading mission, an Islander would be seeking “to attain his type of
value, to follow his line of social ambition” and to share in an experience of
epic dimensions. It was not, Malinowski insisted, a form of barter, and it was
bound up with mythology, law, and magic. It was what Mauss would later
call a “total social fact.”!?

Malinowski initially suggested that there was a spectrum of gift behav-
ior among the Trobriand Islanders, everything from a pure altruistic gift to
“real barter.”!! In his later work on Crime and Custom in Savage Society, the
altruistic gift had dropped out of his analysis and reciprocity had become a
“dogma.”'? Malinowski’s purpose in Crime and Custom was to attack the
widespread assumption that “savage” people obey custom without author-
ity or specific legal regulations and defended instead the conclusion that a
notion of law distinct from customary rules and without religious sanctu-
ary existed among primitive peoples. In the process, Malinowski claimed
that “reciprocity” is the basic pattern of tribal life. Social transactions and
exchanges all possess an “inner symmetry” or “reciprocity of services” that
is the organizational principle of tribal order: “symmetry of structure will be
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found in every savage society, as the indispensable basis of reciprocal obliga-
tions.”'? Barter, he found, was not the main form of the exchange of goods;
instead, “most if not all economic acts are found to belong to some chain of
reciprocal gifts and counter-gifts, which in the long run balance, benefiting
both sides equally.”'* Even families among the Trobriand Islanders operate
by a “system of gifts, duties, and mutual benefits exchanged between the
husband on the one hand, wife, children and wife’s brother on the other.”'®
Religion is “an obligation between groups and individual” and the reli-
gious expect that sooner or later they will receive “equivalent repayment
or counter-service, stipulated by custom.”’® When regarded from a legal
perspective, Malinowski claimed, “reciprocity, the give-and-take principle,
reigns supreme also within the clan, nay within the nearest group of kins-
men.”"” The binding force of Melanesian law, he concludes, is not custom or
religion but “the concatenation of the obligations . . . arranged into chains
of mutual services, a give and take extending over long periods of time and
covering wide aspects of interest and activity.”!®

Boas, Thurnwald, and Malinowski made it clear that tribal giving was
not like the private and often linear gift practices of modern friendship or
social relations. Giving was competitive, giving was done in expectation of
a return gift, and giving was bound up with the power and status relations
within the tribe. The difference between tribal and modern giving was stark,
and the cultural anthropologists were ready to use the primitive system to
mount a critique of modern society. As Thurnwald said, “[Clivilized man . . .
is never an economic being alone, but in his desires and aims is ‘disturbed’ by
a great many other factors that have nothing to do with economics proper.”"”
Malinowski’s use of anthropological data to critique modern society was
more pointed. For the natives, “to possess is to give—and here the natives
differ from us notably.” Gift giving and return were not merely commerce
but a way of exhibiting the person and his rank: “A man who owns a thing is
naturally expected to share it, to distribute it; to be its trustee and dispenser.
And the higher rank the greater the obligation. . . . Meanness, indeed, is the
most despised vice, and the only thing about which the natives have strong
moral views, while generosity is the essence of goodness.”?’

The Gift

In formulating his highly influential theory of the gift, Marcel Mauss never
had to leave his study. He did no field work but summarized and theorized
on the field work of his predecessors, Boas, Thurnwald, and Malinowski. His
synthesis of the data was first published in 1925 as the major article in an
issue of Annee Sociologique, the journal started by Mauss’ uncle and mentor,
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Emile Durkheim. It is one of the crucial books of our history—indeed, one
of the crucial books of twentieth-century intellectual history.

One of the key themes of Mauss’ little book is the notion of a “total
social fact,” an institution, practice, ritual that embodied the entirety of a
culture. Mauss argued that gift-giving and gift-receiving practices were not
merely religious institutions, though they definitely had religious dimension.
They were not merely about power, but there was a power element. They
were supported by cosmological myths, so there was a mythological element
to them. As he said, in a total social phenomenon or a total social fact, “all
kinds of institutions are given expression at one and the same time—reli-
gious, juridical, and moral, which relate to both politics and the family;
likewise economic ones, which suppose special forms of production and con-
sumption, or rather, of performing total services and distributions.”* Gifts
were total also in the sense that they “impregnated” the whole society, as
Malinowski put it.?> In North America, the potlatch is “religious, mytholog-
ical, and Shamanistic,” but also has juridical, economic, and social structural
dimensions; in New Guinea, the kula had the same spectrum of meanings.?

Mauss recognized that gift giving, though it involved valuable objects
and goods and services, was not primarily concerned with those objects. The
particular object might in fact be quite cheap. The point was social more
than economic. By giving a gift, the giver enters into a bond with the recipi-
ent, and the recipient has obligations associated with the bond of the gift.
Gifts form personal connections. He noted the difference from exchanges
in market economies. Gregarious types learn the names of their waiter or
the bank teller, but many of us do not enter into anything like a personal
relationship with the people from whom we receive goods and services, or to
whom we provide them.

As social exchanges, gift exchanges were embedded in power relations.
Wealth contained a mana, a power of prestige and honor. But what surprised
Mauss was that in these cultures it was not possession but generosity that
enhanced the power, prestige, and honor of a big man of the tribe. It was
not the richest man who was considered the big man. It was the one who
was most willing to give away what he had. Among the Trobriand Islanders
studied by Bronislaw Malinowski, the kula was an occasion for the display of
honor-enhancing generosity. As Mauss observes,

The act of giving itself assumes very solemn forms: the thing received is dis-
claimed and mistrusted; it is only taken up for a moment, after it has been
cast at one’s feet. The giver affects an exaggerated modesty: having solemnly
brought on his present, to the sound of a seashell, he excuses himself for giv-
ing only the last of what remains to him, and throws down the objects to be
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given at the feet of his rival and partner. However, the seashell and the herald
proclaim to everybody the solemn nature of this act of transfer. The aim of
all this is to display generosity freedom, and autonomous action, as well as
greatness.>*

The leading example of what he described as “competitive” or “agonistic”
generosity was the “potlatch” practices among American Indians of the
Pacific Northwest, from Vancouver up to Alaska.?® The essence of the pot-
latch is the obligation to give:

A chief must give potlatches for himself, his son, his son-in-law, or his daugh-
ter, and for his dead. He can only preserve his authority over his tribe and
village, and even over his family, he can only maintain his rank among the
chiefs—both nationally and internationally—if he can prove he is haunted
and favoured both by the spirits and by good fortune, that he is possessed,
and also possesses it. And he can only prove this good fortune by spending
it and sharing it out, humiliating others by placing them “in the shadow of
his name.”

Without prestige, one loses one’s soul, and prestige is maintained by gen-
erosity.?® At the edges, the potlatch institutions turned into sacrifices, in
which the big man engaged in “pure destruction of wealth.” This was not,
Mauss argued, a form of abnegation or renunciation of wealth. These “ego-
istic” displays have “the appearance of representing purely lavish expenditure
and childish prodigality.” Destruction is “for the pleasure of destroying,”
but even this is not “disinterested.” Gifts and displays of wealth destruction
establish hierarchies between “chiefs and vassals,” because “to give is to show
one’s superiority, to be more, to be higher in rank, magister. To accept with-
out giving in return, or without giving more back, is to become client and
service, to become small, to fall lower (minister).”*” Great men “hoard, but in
order to spend, to place under an obligations, to have their own ‘liege men.’
On the other hand, they carry on exchange, but it is above all in luxury items,
ornaments or clothes, or things that are consumed immediately, as at feasts.
They repay with interest, but this is in order to humiliate the person initially
making the gift or exchange, and not only to recompense him for loss caused
to him by ‘deferred consumption.””?® Power accumulated to the generous
simply by the display of generosity. There was prestige in generosity itself.
Giving is not free. It is compulsory, if the giver wants to maintain pres-
tige, power, connections, and peace. The giver always gives with the hope
of achieving something in return. As Mauss observed, gifts were “appar-
ently free and disinterested but nevertheless constrained and self-interested.
Almost always such services have then the form of the gift, the present
generously given even when, in the gesture accompanying the transaction,
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there is only a polite fiction, formalism, and social deceit, and when there is
really obligations and economic self-interest.”?® This also was a surprise to
Mauss—the discovery, as Mary Douglas summarized his point, that there
are “no free gifts.”

Gifts are not freely given because the second moment of this power game
is the obligation to receive. Gift giving in these cultures is not linear giving
but the first curve of a circle of gift exchange. As Mauss summarized, “The
institution of ‘total services” does not merely carry the obligation to recipro-
cate presents received. It also supposes two other obligations just as impor-
tant: the obligation, on the one hand, to give presents, and on the other, to
receive them.”?® The obligation to accept seems to be straightforward, but it
is fraught. Since gifts were exercises of power, involving a claim of superior-
ity, reception was naturally a willing subordination and acknowledgment
of inferiority. To refuse a gift displayed a fear of having to reciprocate, and
this refusal could be a provocation leading to war.?! Once the gift is given,
the recipient is not free merely to accept. He must also give back, return a
gift of equal or superior value, sometimes return the very same gift. Mauss
explained this using the Maori concept of the hau, the spirit of the giver that
became the spirit of the gift and remained with the gift even after the giver
had handed it over to another: “a power is present that forces gifts to be
passed around.”®? From this Maori notion, Mauss generalizes that “souls are
mixed with things; things with souls. Lives are mingled together, and this
is how, among the persons and things so intermingled, each emerges from
their own sphere and mixes together.” In most cases, the reciprocal gift, the
act of “gratitude,” has to be returned with interest.

This last power is the key to explaining how gift giving enhances the
power of the giver. A chief imposes obligations, imposes even an identity, on
someone by giving him a gift, especially a large and expensive one. He can
expect countergifts, or services, or something in return. The more he gives
and the more widely he distributes his gifts, the more men he has attached to
him. There is a quasi-feudal idea here (and the idea of gift has been used to
try to explain vassalage and feudal obligations in some recent scholarship).*
Thus a kind of tyranny can be exercised through excessive generosity. The
obligation to reciprocate a gift is so strong that the giver can sometimes
specify the gift he wants in return. Given the power of gifts, and the obliga-
tions gift giving creates, gift giving was naturally part of peace treaties.

Few books have careers as successful as The Gift. It quickly became a
classic in cultural anthropology, and has since spilled into virtually every
other discipline. Social historians of antiquity and medieval and early mod-
ern Europe all cite the book. It is in the background, as we shall see, of
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the contentious debates about “pure gift” in contemporary philosophy,
and it has spilled into Christian theology. It supports economic historians
who want to trace the prehistory of capitalism back to “gift economies.” It
inspires utopians who want to restore the miraculous gift economies of the
past in which shortages were unknown. If the test of a great book is its power
to inspire other great books, Mauss’ has to be ranked as one of the great
books of the twentieth century.

Contested Gift

Classic though it is, The Gift has generated a great deal of critical attention.
Some of Mauss’ basic concepts have been challenged.®® Marshall Sahlins,
for instance, argues that Mauss misunderstood the central Maori concept of
hau, on which Mauss based his theory concerning the spirituality of the gift
and the primitive merging of person and property. For Mauss, the hau is the
spirit of the gift bestowed by the giver. Because the object is endowed with
that spirit, the gift makes its way back to the source. Mauss misconstrued
what his Maori source told him, and misrepresented the source by excluding
certain parts of his speech. When seen in its full context, the hau is not the
spirit of the gift but the yzeld of a gift. The hau does not come into play with
the original donation, but only at a second remove, when a third person is
introduced. As Sahlins explains, “[I]f the second gift is the bau of the first,
then the haun of a good is its yield, just as the hau of a forest is its produc-
tiveness.”?¢ At another level, though, Sahlins affirmed Mauss, arguing that
he rightly discerned in the hau a “total concept.” It was not a concept of
spirituality or personality in gifts, but rather the principle of productiveness,
fertility, fecundity. A gift has a hau because it produces a return gift.?”
Sahlins argued that Malinowski and Mauss both missed the complexity
of reciprocity. It is not merely one thing, not merely an act of balancing and
returning to an original equilibrium. In addition to “balanced” reciprocity,
primitive cultures evidence “generalized” and “negative” reciprocity. The
former is a continuous exchange of goods and beneficial services. The value
of these goods and services is not calculated or recorded, but all partici-
pants in the system expect that things will balance out over time. Every giver
expects to be given as he gave, even though he does not necessarily expect
the return to come from the recipient of his original gift. Negative reciproc-
ity is an equivalent exchange, but it is not good for good or benefit for ben-
efit, it is evil for evil, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. The play of these different
sorts of reciprocity, Sahlins said, depends on kinship distance, sociability,
and generosity. Generalized reciprocity is expected, for example, within a
kinship group. I do not expect my brother to repay me directly for a service
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done, but I expect that over time our mutual services will be roughly equiva-
lent. Outside the kin group, negative reciprocity is more likely to arise.?®
Annette Weiner questioned Mauss’ focus on alienable property, claim-
ing that those things that cannot be given away are more important. In a
sense, she confirmed Mauss

W

spiritualization” of the gift by arguing that
such property returned to the donor because it was invested with his person-
ality. The anthropological obsession with reciprocity, she argues, is a matter
of projection: reciprocity is a principle of liberal order,* and anthropologists
project it onto the tribes they study where it does not belong. There is a give
and take in tribal societies, she admits, but what drives it is a principle of
keeping in the midst of giving. It is the “desire to keep something back from
the pressures of give and take.” What is held back is something that is essen-
tial to the identity of a group, and thus the retention of the gift in the midst
of giving establishes “difference between one person or group and another.”
Not gift exchange but “keeping while giving” is crucial. Communal iden-
tity and difference are established through the mechanism of inalienable
possessions.*’

Others have refined the distinction between commercial exchange and
gift exchange. Raymond Firth’s elaborate study of Primitive Polynesian Econ-
omy concluded, against the biases of many anthropologists, that many of
the principles of modern economic theory applied to primitive economies as
well.#! Firth did not conclude that primitive economies were proto-capitalist.
The Tikopia among whom he did his field work had a “non-competitive”
economy in that “there is no constant and admitted struggle between pro-
ducers to offer their goods to sets of consumers” and also in the sense that
“there is no attempt by producers to thrust themselves forward by generat-
ing new wants in consumers.” More basically, for the Tikopia, economic
relations are always social relations as well, so the economy of this tribe was
inhibited by personal and psychological factors. In some contexts, religious
factors determined the deployment of energy, tools, and resources. Firth rec-
ognized that the tribe operated by “a code of reciprocity” in economic trans-
actions. The profit motive as known in capitalist economies does not operate
among the Tikopia. Tribesmen pursue economic advantage, but “tradition-
ally dictated patterns of behavior limit and define the lines of action along
which economic advantage is pursued.”*?

In a sociological study of modern societies, David Cheal challenges
Maussian gift theory from another angle. Instead of pointing out that “mod-
ern” elements of economic life are apparent in tribal economies, Cheal points
to the self-evident fact that gift giving remains a major activity of modern
social and economic life.** This fact has been neglected, he claims, because of
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the influence of two social science paradigms: anthropological elementalism
and political economy. Mauss’ reduction of giving to the “essence” of obliga-
tion to give, receive, and repay is a classic example of elementalism, especially
as it has lent force to the claim that reciprocity as Mauss defined it is an essen-
tial feature of all human culture. Cheal responds that giving is not a fixed
practice, not the same thing in all times and places. Gift giving can remain
important without conforming to the norm established by anthropologists.
Social scientists dominated by the model of political economy head in an
opposing direction. Instead of finding the “essence” of tribal giving in every
culture, political economists believe that there has been a caesura in Western
history that reduced the role of giving to nil. Gift giving was important in
early societies, but that is no longer the case after the “great transforma-
tion” to capitalist economy.** This transformation brought a sharp divide
between public and private life, with gifts firmly on the private side of the
wall of separation. Capitalism also brought a rationalization of economic
activity that undermined the role of (presumably irrational) altruistic gener-
osity. Cheal admits that the role of gifts in contemporary society is different
from what it was in the tribal societies studied by anthropologists. Gifts are
no longer “fetishized” as in earlier cultures, but they remain important in
the “moral economy” where exchanges are done for socially desirable ends,
transactions that allow “social ties [to be] recognized” and “balanced social
relationships [to be] maintained.™® Gifts manage small-scale social relations
and, as “redundant” transactions, are “used in the ritual construction of
small worlds.”¢ Gifts “facilitate types of interaction that might otherwise be
weakly institutionalized.””

Employing a Marxist apparatus, Pierre Bourdieu explores the subtle
strategies and tactics of giving, receiving, and reciprocation. He takes his
opening cues from Mauss’ discovery that gift transactions “are based on
obligation and economic self-interest.” What intrigues him is the bifurcation
between what is actually going on in gift exchanges and what we claim to
believe is going on. Our subjective interpretation of the transaction diverges
from the objective reality, and this act of bad faith regarding the gift is nec-
essary to gift and return. What makes this mystification possible is the fact
that there is always a delay between the gift and the return. If countergifts
were returned immediately, everyone would recognize that an “economic”
transaction was going on. When there is a delay, we can fool ourselves into
thinking otherwise. Bourdieu writes that “[g]ift exchange is an exchange
in and by which the agents strive to conceal the objective truth of the
exchange, i.e. the calculation which guarantees the equity of the exchange.
If “fair exchange, the direct swapping of equivalent values, is the truth of
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gift exchange, gift exchange is a swapping which cannot acknowledge itself
as such.™® In that gap, there is time for a thousand indecisions and deci-
sions, a thousand stratagems and negotiations. Gifts enable one party to
exercise control over another by imposing a social debt. But gifts also enable
groups in modern societies to navigate through contested territory. Gifts
bind groups together in the face of political and economy “insecurity.”*®

Others have argued that reciprocity is not a universal pattern in gift
giving. Not all gifts are governed by the principle of reciprocity either. In
China, gifts are relayed #p the social hierarchy, from subordinates to superi-
ors, without any expectation that the superior will return the favor. The gift
is a bestowal of honor, and moves unilaterally. In such cases, the relation of
giving and honor is the reverse of Mauss’ competitive potlatch: it is not the
giver who enhances his honor but the recipient.®

The most effective critiques of Mauss, however, go deeper. They chal-
lenge the “scientific” character of his work and the genealogy offered at the
beginning of this chapter. Start with the genealogy. Mauss front-loaded his
book with field work from colleagues working in the very young field of
anthropology. But as his footnotes make clear, he was well aware of debates
concerning gifts from more traditional disciplines and less exotic settings.

During the latter part of the nineteenth century, German economists
of the “Historical School” attacked the neoclassical liberal view of homo
economicus and its theory that all exchange is self-interested. They posed
altruistic exchange as a alternative that emphasized mutuality and cohesion
among the subjects of exchange. In the circles in which Mauss traveled, the
work of German economists became part of the critique of the individual-
ism of modernity and of the ideals of the French Revolution, an agenda
pursued by Mauss’ uncle Emile Durkheim.?! Like other German econo-
mists, Karl Bucher, for example, objected to what he saw as abstract British
economic theories, which attempted to universalize the historically specific
British experience.? Beyond other theorists, and against liberal theorists like
Smith and Ricardo, he argued that the very notion of a natural economic
impulse was mistaken. Human beings, he acknowledged, naturally seek self-
preservation and self-interest, but this takes different forms in different times
and places: “estimating the degree of displeasure of not satisfying a need,
estimating the displeasure of doing work to achieve an end, comparing the
two forms of displeasure, and deciding which involves the lesser sacrifice”—
these are learned habits of thought, not instinctive.>® For Bucher,

Economic man, and more important, the values of economic man, were the
historical and logical beginning he wished to historicize. His aim was to stop
projecting backwards from the mentality of one’s contemporaries and instead
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come to an empirical knowledge of the distinctive psychological make-up
of economic actors in different times and places. Economic behavior as the
rational exercise of choice between alternatives for a minimum effort and a
maximum of gain was acquired behavior; entire societies had had to acquire
it, and every child had to relearn it; mature adults in modern society followed
it to different degrees.>*

If this were the case, and “there was not a natural economic behavior intrin-
sic to human beings in all times and place,” then it must be possible to trace
a “history [of] the acquisition of this kind of activity.” Bucher insisted that
such a history had to be built on ethnographical observation rather than on
fanciful “Robinsonade” models. Unfortunately, Bucher knew little of the
ethnographic research that had been going on in Britain and France for
decades, research that had already challenged simplistic models of economic
and social development. Bucher’s own history was thus quite as abstract as
British theories had been, a variation of the liberal myth already found in
Hobbes. The one difference was Bucher’s “historicization of [Hobbesian]
brutishness,” which he saw as a product of historical development rather
than an original natural condition.

Like British liberals, Bucher initially assumed that human beings are
natural individualists.*® His views began to change under the impact of Wil-
helm Gaul’s Geschenk nach Form und Inhalt (1914). Gaul laid out the con-
tours of future theories of the gift in this remarkably prescient statement:
“What is striking at once about the ‘modern’ gift is the much freer relation-
ship between giver and receiver . . . which is based on the much freer rela-
tionship between individuals and a complete control over one’s property. In
both respects the subordinating force of normative as well as the economic
expectations of older eras is foreign to modern times.”*® Like Adam Smith
and unlike later theorists who hankered for a return to the gift economy,
Gaul viewed the change as largely a gain.” Under Gaul’s influence, Bucher
came to recognize that “[glift giving plays a large role among primitive peo-
ples everywhere. . . . But the gifts are never given without expectation of
a response, in the expectation of a return gift, whose character the initial
giver can help to decide.” From there, Bucher began to sift through the
premodern history of Europe to find evidence of primordial European “gift
cultures”: “In Germany itself the word schenken (meaning ‘to pour, and
the root of Geschenk or ‘gift’) revealed the deep history of gift giving in the
simplest gestures, such as offering drinks, in the ancient past. Going through
folklore literature, he pointed out how common gifts had been for important
life events in Europe, above all marriage.”®
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The sources of Mauss’ theory were not only or in the first instance from
tribal societies of the Pacific rim. The Gift was a landmark because he made
these theories widely available, and because he made eclectic use of the work
of the historical school. Though he generally adopted the evolutionary per-
spective, and saw homo economicus as a creation of postindustrial society,
Mauss did not starkly polarize the older “gift economies” with the capital-
ist economies of the Western world. He recognized “survivals” of gift-and-
gratitude systems within modernized economies. In any case, the basic triple
obligation identified by Mauss (to give, to receive, to repay) was well known
from European sources. The “gift economy” came not from a distant utopia,
but from our own past.*

The Gift was a political treatise as much as a “scientific” one. Mauss
never intended simply to illuminate tribal cultures or the Western past. Cul-
tural anthropology was never simply a compilation and systematization of
data. If Claude Lévi-Strauss is to be believed, cultural anthropology was a
creation of Rousseau because of Rousseau’s “extraordinarily modern view
of the passage from nature to culture.”®® Perhaps Lévi-Strauss overstates
his case. Regardless of whether the perspective was Rousseauian, cultural
anthropology has never been an enterprise in pure science. It has regularly
aimed to hold a mirror up to the West and to test the institutions and habits
of Western man by what some have supposed to be the more “natural” hab-
its of tribal men. Mauss was not an advocate of noble savagery, but he was
a social democrat who advocated the introduction of “gift” elements into
the capitalist societies of the West in the form of welfare.® Mauss was not
an opponent of the market, and in an article on Bolshevism argued that the
free market was a sine qua non of economic life. But he believed that market
self-interest ought not infiltrate all of the relations within modern societ-
ies.®> Mauss’ vision of modern society softened by gift seems very similar to
Catholic social thought since the late nineteenth century.

It is perhaps not surprising, then, as Sahlins points out, that Mauss
roots his arguments in religious principles. Sahlins considered the politi-
cal philosophy that animated Mauss, connecting the French thinker to the
carlier primitivism of Rousseau and also to the concerns of Hobbes. Espe-
cially from a Hobbesian perspective, it appears that the purpose and need
for reciprocity are not in the spirit of the gift but in the avoidance of war.
Mauss himself acknowledged that the threat of war always hovered over the
competitions of giving, and he implicitly agreed with what Hobbes makes
explicit: “The compulsion to reciprocate built into the han responds to
the repulsion of groups built into society.”®® Citing Hobbes’ fourth law of
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nature—gratitude—Sahlins argues that both Hobbes and Mauss recognize
that the laws of nature are inadequate to ensure that Warre can be overcome.
Men will not give without the expectation that they will receive in return;
honoring the law of nature without the expectation and assurance that oth-
ers will do the same is an abandonment of reason. Nature’s laws, Hobbes
makes explicit, are functional only in the context of an “artificial Power”
and “Reason enfranchised only by Authority.”** Mauss, Sahlins claims, took
refuge in the irrational. What ensures peace is not the artifice of Leviathan’s
power, but the hau, the spirit that ensures that the gift will circle back to the
giver.®> However we finally sort through Mauss’ relationship to Hobbes, it
is clear that Mauss was continuing to work out the problems of European
liberalism. The Gift seemed an exotic breakthrough only in a West that had
(ungratefully?) forgotten its own ancient traditions of reciprocity, its own
long history of reflection on gratitude.®¢

The Moral Memory of Mankind

With all this careful study of giving, reception, and reciprocity, it might seem
that gratitude would rise to the surface of anthropological thought. Such
is not the case, or at least such is not the case unless we equate reciprocity
with gratitude. What most puzzled Mauss about primitive tribal giving was
precisely the phenomenon that Seneca and Thomas Aquinas would have seen
as an expression of gratitude, the repayment of a gift at a suitable time and
place. To explain the obligation to make a return on a gift, Mauss resorted to
the mystical concept of the hau. Whether it was a manifestation of sympathy
(as Smith thought) or an expression of a unique emotional response of grati-
tude was not within his purview. Yunxiang Yan comments on the strange
absence of attention to gratitude in anthropological literature:

How shall we assess the role of sentiment or emotional response in systems
of gift exchange? . . . Villagers regard gift giving as a means to express both
their moral obligations and feelings such as concern, affection, gratitude, and
sorrow. Gift giving may also express disaffection or anger. . . . When I read
ethnographic accounts of gift exchange in other parts of the world, I am
puzzled by the absence of such discussion. Most studies are preoccupied with
discovering either the economic rationality or religious beliefs of the local
people. We have detailed descriptions of the patterns of economic transac-
tions, the working principles of reciprocity, the relations between gift giv-
ing and cosmology, or the interconnection between persons and things. Few
studies have touched on the emotional world of ordinary people and the role
that gifts play in expressing emotions.®”
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Anthropology has opened up new vistas, new integrated methods for explor-
ing cultural and social phenomena. For all that, it appears to work within the
constraints of liberal modernity.

An exception to this forgetfulness of gratitude was the German sociolo-
gist George Simmel, who gives detailed attention to faithfulness and grati-
tude in an essay, describing faithfulness as “the inertia of the soul.”®® Less
impressionistically, faithfulness is “the peculiar feeling which is not directed
toward the possessor’s eudaemonistic good, nor toward the other’s welfare
as an extrinsic, objective value, but toward the preservation of the relation-
ship to the other. It does not engender this relationship; therefore, unlike

. . other affects, it cannot be pre-sociological: it pervades the relation once
it exists and, as its inner self-preservation, makes the individuals-in-relation
hold fast to one another.”®

Simmel defined gratitude in contrast to contracted legal obligations.
Human contacts, he argues, “rest on the schema of giving and returning the
equivalence.””® Where the required return is legally demanded, gratitude is
not operative; but where the legal obligation is absent, gratitude appears to
“establish the bond of interaction, of the reciprocity of service and return
service, even where they are not guaranteed by external coercion.” Alterna-
tively, Simmel describes gratitude as the return on an exchange where the
“interaction is lifted out of the spontaneous act of correlation through the
exchange of things.””! He points out that gratitude might even move beyond
a response to specific favors, for we can be grateful to people we do not know
and be grateful for the sheer existence of another person.

In a striking aphorism, Simmel described gratitude as “the moral mem-
ory of mankind.””?
action of exchange (not necessarily of objects) into the present and future.

It is the continuance of a relationship built on an inter-

Gratitude connects human actions “with what has gone before, it enriches
them with the element of personality, it gives them the continuity of interac-
tional life.” If grateful response were eliminated “society (at least as we know
it) would break apart.””®> Common gratitude toward a benefactor creates
bonds not only between the benefactor and recipients, but also among the
recipients. In a footnote, Simmel offers a compact account of the sociological
centrality of giving, emphasizing that the giving is necessarily an interaction,
an exchange, and never simply unilateral:

[Gliving is by no means only a simple effect that one individual has upon
another: it is precisely what is required of all sociological functions, namely,
interaction. By either accepting or rejecting the gift, the receiver has a highly
specific effect upon the giver. The manner of his acceptance, gratefully or
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ungratefully, having expected the gift or being surprised by it, being satis-
fied or dissatisfied, elevated or humiliated—all this keenly acts back upon
the giver, although it can, of course, not be expressed in definite concepts
and measures. Every act of giving is, thus, an interaction between giver and
receiver.”*

Simmel recognizes that exchanges involving gratitude are not always, per-
haps never, exactly equivalent, and suggests that the inequality of gift and
return gift tends to move the gift-gratitude exchange in the direction of a
purchase. A man shares his mind with another, and the other loves him in
return; and Simmel sees in this the shadow of a “purchase” of love. But this
shadow is dispelled once the specific realities exchanged are seen in context.
“Man is not the merchant of himself,” and his abilities “do not simply lie
before him like merchandise on a counter.” In giving his powers or abilities,
he is giving himself “in the form of this single energy or attribute.” Man
is able to “offer and accept, by means of the apparently objective response
to the gift which consists in another gift, all of the subjectivity of gift and
giver.””® Gratitude can be a response not to the thing or benefit given but
to the relationship with the giver that comes to realization in the exchange.

Simmel reflects on the asymmetry between an original gift and a return
gift. The first gift, he suggests, is free, but the second is coerced at least by
the obligation of gratitude.”® Simmel argues that the obligatory nature of
the second gift, of gratitude, is one of the reasons people refuse gifts in the
first place—they are refusing the bondage, the “character indelebilis” (Sim-
mel’s term, borrowed from scholastic sacramental theology!) that comes
with receiving the first gift. And this obligation is “irredeemable” precisely
because the recipient can never replicate the freedom of the first gift; his
gift will never be equivalent, balancing the gift he’s received. Gratitude
thus has a unique force: “[G]ratitude is perhaps the only feeling which,
under all circumstances, can be morally demanded and rendered. If by itself
or in response to some external reality, our inner life has made it impos-
sible for us to continue loving, revering, esteeming a person (aesthetically
or ethically or intellectually), we can still be grateful to him, since he once
gained our gratitude. To this demand we are (or could be) unconditionally
subject: in regard to no fault of feeling is an unmitigated sentence as appro-
priate as in regard to ingratitude.”””

Conclusion

The twentieth-century return of the circle was a momentous event in the
history of Western gratitude, and Mauss’ great and seductive book deserves
its accolades. It does not, however, do what many think it does: it does not
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provide a viable alternative to the linear, gratitude-free politics of liberal-
ism. In fact, what is curious is how thoroughly Mauss ignores his own eth-
nographic evidence when he offers his political prescriptions. The evidence
shows that, while giving can sustain an uneasy peace, it can also be highly
competitive and self-interested and can easily break into violence. Such giv-
ing is hardly a promising foundation for undoing competitive capitalism.
There is a rhetorical sleight of hand: Mauss shows that “gift cultures” can be
rather unpleasant places to be, but when he then offers proposals for modern
socialism he uses “gift” in its gentle modern sense. It is not at all clear that a
society, culture, or economy can function on what moderns mean by “gift”;
it is very clear that we do not want a society that operates by the triple obliga-
tion that Mauss says is the essence of the “primitive” gift.

Mauss could get away with this because his theory does not offer a
practical model of gift and gratitude but merely a formal construct of the
gift, whose very abstraction and emptiness whisper of utopia. At least since
Mauss, Valentin Groebner’s dictum has held true: “To speak of gifts . . . is
always to speak of utopia.””®
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NINE

Denken ist Danken

Anthropologists were not the only moderns to turn their attention back to
the gift tradition of the West. In both Continental and Anglo-American
philosophy, the past century has seen a comparatively small burst of inter-
est in the topic.! Among philosophers working in the “analytical” tradition,
the most ambitious treatment is Terrance McConnell’s 1993 Gratitude.?
He carefully sorts through the various conditions under which gratitude
is obligatory. As Seneca said, not every good one receives from another is
worthy of gratitude. Someone who cuts out a diseased organ while trying
to kill me has not done me a benefit. According to McConnell, gratitude is
owed if the benefit is voluntary and unforced, if the beneficiary has actually
accepted the benefit (which he may not), and the benefactor must have sacri-
ficed something to give the benefit.?

To the question “How is a debt of gratitude discharged?” McConnell’s
sensible answer is, “It depends.” He thinks that gratitude is appropriate even
for small favors, but the kind of return necessary varies according to the size
of the benefit. A small favor may require only a verbal “thanks,” but a more
significant favor must be repaid more fully. But how it is repaid depends.
It would be unreasonable if I repaid my parents for their support through
medical school by giving them tuition plus interest. That would turn their
benefit into a loan. The proper gratitude for parental favors is to use well the
benefits received—in this case, to be the very best physician I can possibly be.
In general, McConnell suggests that “a person discharges a debt of gratitude
to another when she acknowledges and appreciates what the other has done,
is prepared to provide the benefactor willingly with a commensurate benefit

181
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if the proper occasion for doing so arises, and does so because she (or a loved
one) has been benefitted by the other.™

Feelings of gratitude are typically required when a benefit is received, but
feelings of gratitude are not unambiguous. There are times when gratitude is
unhealthily servile.®* McConnell explores the ins and outs of debates between
impartialists and personalists on the partiality of gratitude,® examines the
place of gratitude in moral theories, and probes the question of whether and
when children owe debts of gratitude to their parents.” It is all done with
impressive care and control, all very sensible, much of it very traditional.

McConnell and other “analytic” analysts of gratitude have significant
weaknesses. On McConnell’s terms, the question of whether gratitude is
owed can be answered only if the beneficiary has considerable knowledge
of the benefactor’s purposes, intentions, and even his character. The same
objection, of course, could be raised against Seneca and Cicero, who also
distinguish cases where return for a benefit is appropriate. For the Chris-
tian theological tradition, this is especially troubling because Christians are
exhorted to give thanks for everything in all circumstances. Subjecting grati-
tude to a fine-grained moral calculus robs it of the spontaneity it has in the
New Testament. For all their good sense, analytic philosophers make grati-
tude appear rather stingy, carefully corralled, bounded. Gratitude presents
a nice occasion for rigorous ethical analysis, but really it is not something to
make much fuss about.

By comparison, Continental philosophers have offered several expansive
treatments of gratitude.

Gratitude for All and Everything

Soren Kierkegaard outlined a radically and expansively Christian concep-
tion of gratitude. As anyone who knows Kierkegaard’s work knows, this
is not because Kierkegaard failed to face the abyss of nihilism that opens
yawning before human life. Nihilism comes from our sense that we have
too little, or from the sense that there is too much suffering to bear. When
one looks at “the anarchy into which everything seemed to have disinte-
grated,” one may give into despair, thinking that “his eyes continually read
an invisible handwriting in everything, that it was emptiness and illusion.”®
If there is at base only a “wild, fermenting force writhing in dark passions
that produced everything significant or insignificant,” then “what would
life be then but despair?”?

Gratitude is not based on a “scientific” conclusion that the world is
well run, that resources and talents are equitably distributed. It is not a nice
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expectation that everything will turn out well in the end; it is not teleologi-
cally determined. Rather, gratitude is rooted in the adoption of a hermeneu-
tical principle, a determination to read everything in the register of love.
Kierkegaard expressed it with typical sharpness: “Either God is love, and
then it is absolutely valid absolutely to stake absolutely everything on this . . .
or God is not love: and then, yes, then the loss is so infinite that any other
loss is of no consequence whatsoever.”!? Suffering is an essential dimension
of attachment to this love. Truly Christian gratitude is not thanks for the
goods of this world, but rather thanks for the share and imitation of the suf-
fering of Christ.M In his suffering, a character like the biblical Job discerns in
the world an order of gift and the power of love. When he loses his children,
he could chalk it up to dumb fate, but he instead speaks of children “given”
and “taken,” and in the absolute confidence that God is absolutely love, he
blesses the Lord in the midst of loss and suffering. He saw written into the
world not dark and stupid ferment but love, and so he can give thanks in all
circumstances. Whether one has little, or one suffers, or one’s desires are left
unfulfilled, or one is wronged and insulted, no matter what, Kierkegaard’s
question is the Pauline one, “Did you thank God?”'? After all, if God takes
house and children, then Job was once in blessed possession of something
that could be taken away.!?

Though at the opposite end of the religious spectrum from Kierkegaard,
Nietzsche shares the Danish philosopher’s totalizing understanding of grati-
tude. In various texts, Nietzsche commented on the role of gratitude in
human life. In Menschliches, Allzumenschliches, he explained “why the pow-
erful man is grateful.” The reason has nothing to do with gentle feelings to
his fellow man. Rather, he recognizes that gratitude is itself a form of power,
a way of enhancing power. By giving a benefit, the benefactor has “intruded
into the sphere of the powerful man,” and a man of true vigor cannot take
that kind of intrusion lying down. He has to penetrate in turn into the
“sphere of the benefactor,” and he does so by an act of gratitude. Nietzsche
identifies gratitude as “a milder form of revenge,” necessary because with-
out it “the powerful man would have shown himself powerless, and would
have been reckoned as such ever after.” All societies that affirm power place
gratitude “among the first duties.” He cites Swift’s comment that “men were
grateful in the same proportion as they were revengeful.”!*

For Nietzsche, gratitude is more than a stance toward a benefactor. It is
a stance toward life as a whole, and that includes the pain that afflicts every
life. Showing gratitude even to those who harm turns a person into a “gift-
giver” with the overriding desire and purpose to bless others. Gratitude in
the face of harm is the “essence” of “all of the beautiful, all of the great
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art.”"® It was the great virtue of the Greeks: “That which is so astonishing in
the religious life of the ancient Greeks is the irrestrainable stream of GRATI-
TUDE which it pours forth—it is a very superior kind of man who takes sucH
an attitude towards nature and life.”’® Gratitude was one of a knot of virtues
that made up the “morality of the ruling class,” which Nietzsche believed
was so weak in his day:

A morality of the ruling class, however, is more especially foreign and irritat-
ing to present-day taste in the sternness of'its principle that one has duties only
to one’s equals; that one may act towards beings of a lower rank, towards all
that is foreign, just as seems good to one, or “as the heart desires,” and in any
case “beyond good and evil™: it is here that sympathy and similar sentiments
can have a place. The ability and obligation to exercise prolonged gratitude
and prolonged revenge—both only within the circle of equals,—artfulness in
retaliation, RAFFINEMENT of the idea in friendship, a certain necessity to have
enemies (as outlets for the emotions of envy, quarrelsomeness, arrogance—in
fact, in order to be a good FRIEND): all these are typical characteristics of the
noble morality, which, as has been pointed out, is not the morality of “mod-
ern ideas,” and is therefore at present difficult to realize, and also to unearth
and disclose."”

For Nietzsche, the life-affirming stance of gratitude stands in fundamental
opposition to Christian morality. He acknowledges that in a certain sense
“religion . . . is a form of gratitude.” A self-confident nation will honor
“the conditions which enable it to survive,” those virtues that maintain its
power, and will project those virtues “into a being to whom one may offer
thanks.”’® Yet Christianity twists this into its opposite. Gratitude “affirms as
instinctively as Christian morality negates. . . . The former gives to things
out of its own abundance—it transfigures, it beautifies the world and makes
it more rational—the latter impoverishes, pales and makes uglier the value of
things, it negates the world.”"?

Gratitude’s revenge is thus the revenge of the strong, in contrast to the
revenge of ressentiment, the revenge of the weak, particularly of the Christian
weak. Gratitude stands strong no matter what, and this is the true moral-
ity: “While every noble morality develops from a triumphant affirmation
of itself, slave morality from the outset says No to what is ‘outside,” what is
‘different,” what is ‘not itself”’; and this No is its creative deed. This inversion
of the value-positing eye—this need to direct one’s view outward instead of
back to oneselt—is the essence of ressentiment: in order to exist, slave moral-
ity always first needs a hostile external world; it needs . . . external stimuli
in order to act at all—its action is fundamentally reaction.”?® In contrast,
the powerful spiritualize the energy of ressentiment into the direction of
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gratitude. Gratitude is not an acknowledgment of dependence but an affir-
mation of autonomy.

So foundational is gratitude to Nietzsche’s stance in life that he supposes
that religion itself is sensible only on this basis. John Caputo puts it bril-
liantly: “When life surges up all around us in a joyous dance of the elements,
like the moon glistening on ten thousand waves in a midnight surf, then we
look, if not ‘up’ in pre-Copernican wonder, at least ‘around’ for someone
or something to thank, upon which we may expend our gratitude without
reserve.” In this state of divinization ( Vergotterunyg), one should be “grateful
for how things happen, for the dance the forces dance.”*!

Denken ist Danken

Heidegger’s last word was “Danke.” “Thanks.”??

It was an appropriate ending for a philosopher who put gratitude back
into play in philosophical reflection. That emphasis is particularly evident in
the later Heidegger, after his Kebre, his “turn” in the late 1920s. Even ear-
lier, in the arguments of his epochal Sein und Zeit, he was sketching a philo-
sophical program that would bring giving and reception back to the center
of human existence.?® This arises in part from Heidegger’s suspicions about
the epistemological focus of modern philosophy after Descartes and Kant,
the focus on the Ego and the war against skepticism. Knowledge, Heidegger
observes, involves a relation of knowing between a knower and an object, and
Heidegger has doubts about the way modern epistemology deals with each
of these three elements. The negative thrust of Sein und Zeit is to overcome
the various dualisms that dominated modern philosophy, including dualisms
of knower and known, subject and object, self and world.?* To accomplish
this, he questions each element of the “epistemological situation.”

What, for starters, is the knower?*® For Western epistemology, it is the
disinterested subject aiming for theoretical knowledge of the subject matter
before him. One of Heidegger’s central insights is that this kind of subject
does not exist, since all human existence is “being-in-the-world,” existence
in a particular time and place. Humans exist in such a way that the human is
codetermined by the world in which he exists. Heidegger coins the techni-
cal term Dasein to capture the embeddedness of human existence: human
being is not just Sein, “being,” but a Da-Sein, a “being-there.” Heidegger
also wants to know why “knowing” is privileged above other relations that
we have with the world, and he concludes that knowing is not a single thing.
There are multiple modes of knowing the world.?¢ As for the objects, they are
also not there just for the knowing. The knower always comes to the object
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with some prior classification, and, more important, some prior interest in
the thing to be known.?” Objects come to us in a context, with prior uses
and assumed relations with us. Epistemology sees things as simple “present
at hand,” rather than as we really encounter them—*“ready-to-hand,” ready
for a particular use. “It is,” Michael Inwood summarizes, “casier to see a
hammer as vorbanden, as a thing with certain properties or a bearer of predi-
cates, if one ignores the engrossed carpenter hammering in a nail.”?% What
we encounter and know is never an object stripped of its various associations
and uses. We never know just a “hammer” or “just a table.” The hammer is
always a particular hammer, the table a particular table, and each of them is
experienced in the first instance as something to be used. No one measures
the dimensions of a table when first encountering it, as the scientific men-
tality would suggest. One instead wants to know if the table is suitable for
writing, for eating, for laying out freshly picked apples. It takes an effort of
abstraction to think of tables in general, and then of objects in general, and
Heidegger thinks this imaginative effort has its uses. His goal, however, is
to analyze the human encounter with the world as it takes place in “average
everydayness” rather than in the rarefied conceptions of philosophers. The
uses and purposes of objects, their relation to humans as “tools” or “equip-
ment,” are not a secondary overlay on the thing itself: “[W]hen I interpret
something as a hammer I do not first see the entity as simply present at hand,
as a length of wood with a piece of iron attached to it, and then interpret this
as a hammer. I implicitly understand it as zubanden, as equipment, from the
start.”? For Heidegger, then, Dasein lives in a world that is always already
there, full of things with certain properties and uses, full of tools that are
ready for man to use in his engagement in the world. Heidegger positions
the human being within the world rather than, as in the Cartesian and even
more in the German idealist model, above and outside it. We are embed-
ded in the world and surrounded by things that we did not make. The first
human stance is one of reception rather than domination, and reception is a
hairbreadth away from gratitude.3°

These themes focus more explicitly on gratitude following the famous
“turn” in Heidegger’s thought. Beginning in the late 1920s, Heidegger
abandoned much of the difficult technical apparatus and terminology he
had invented for Sein und Zeit and began to raise other questions using other
concepts. Some have characterized the shift as one from a concern with Das-
ein to a concern with Sein, but that ignores the fact that already in his early
work Heidegger was interested in Dasein largely because it was the pathway
to the disclosure of Being itself. More important, the shift involved a more
radical questioning of the philosophical tradition. Despite his attacks on the
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dualism of post-Cartesian philosophy, his earlier work continued to use tra-
ditional concepts in fairly traditional ways. When he distinguished between
existentinlin and existentiell, the echoes of the Aristotelian distinction of
substance and accident were evident. Early on, he used the Kantian idea
of “transcendental,” which he abandoned in his later life.3! More centrally,
the later Heidegger became obsessed with language. He was obsessed with
the workings of language in the methods of his later philosophy, and devoted
considerable attention to poets, especially to Holderlin. His arguments were
often based on questionable, if stirring, etymologies. For the later Heidegger,
language is the “house of Being.” Like J. G. Hamann in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the later Heidegger trusts language to be wiser than men and thus
explores the turns of language to arrive at the veiled unveiling event of truth.

The early Heidegger, the Heidegger picked up and exploited by French
existentialists like Sartre, was a philosopher of authenticity and decision. In
his later work, decision takes a back seat. In its place comes a fresh emphasis
on receptivity: “He speaks more and more of listening, waiting, and comply-
ing.”3? It is no accident that he relies in his later work on Meister Eckhart,
especially in adopting the latter’s notion of Gelassenbeit, “releasement” or
“letting-be.” What human beings are capable of doing is letting things be.
This is the freedom that humans have beyond all inanimate and animal life.
One sees hidden in this turn to receptivity a turn toward gratitude that
becomes explicit at various points in Heidegger’s later work.

This is evident in the way Heidegger elaborates a fresh idea of Sein in
his Contributions to Philosophy. The key sentence is “das Seyn west als das
Ereignis”—Dbeing essentially unfolds as appropriation.*® Before we can grasp
this statement, we need to grasp the meaning of Sein in Heidegger’s work.
Crucial to his late writing especially is a distinction between the ontic and
the ontological, between the world of beings that we all inhabit and the
reality of Being. Being is not the substance or essence that remains when the
accidents of beings are removed, nor is Being another thing or person that
gives existence to beings. That would make it just another being rather than
Being itself. Being is neither a who nor a what. It is, in Richard Polt’s words,
the difference that it makes that there is something rather than nothing.
Only human beings are aware of Being; only we ask the question of Being,
the question that arises from our astonishment that there are beings.

Now, what would it mean for “Being” in this sense to unfold essentially
as appropriation? The key terms here are wesen and Ereignis. As a noun,
Wesen means “essence,” but as an archaic verb it carries the connotation not
only of what things are but what they do, how they work or how they exist.
Richard Polt suggests that the English “transpire” is a close equivalent,
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but given the philosophical weight of the noun Wesen, “transpire” does
not refer to historical accident but to the blossoming of Being in time. For
Heidegger, though, Wesen is not something that happens to individual
things. Beings are, but being itself “essentially unfolds” (Das Seiende ist.
Das Seyn west). So we cannot treat Being as another being, nor can we ask
what it is, because that would be to “take for granted” that things are. We
might analyze beings through the avenues of different sciences, but those
scientific endeavors bracket and ignore the question of Being and take for
granted that things are. To pursue analyses that take the question of Being
for granted puts us in danger of forgetting Being and the question of Being.
Sciences, including philosophy, thus become instruments of the forgetful-
ness of Being that Heidegger wants to reverse. Heidegger was not opposed
to science, but he wanted to return it to its origin—the sense of wonder that
things are at all.

We can get a hint of what Heidegger means by saying that Being unfolds
by appropriation if we glance at his analysis of the German phrase Es gibt.
This is normally translated, colorlessly, as “there is,” but in Heidegger’s late
etymological mood this will not do. Gibt is the third-person singular of
Jeben, to give, and so Es gibt means, in a wooden literal sense, “It gives.”
And because language is the house of Being, this turn of phrase gives us a
clue to the question of Being. If we ask, with Richard Polt, what is the “it”
that gives, Heidegger’s answer is Ereignis. Appropriation is what gives; it
is the source of Being, not as a thing or person or cause from which Being
comes, but rather the giving of Being itself, the event of giving. Heidegger
says in the Letter on Humanism that Being is what gives Being. There is
nothing beyond Being that gives it. Being is its self-giving. Polt suggests that
“appropriation is Being’s own way of happening.”* Ereignis is not, however,
simply “happening.” It also connotes a kind of owning. It is a kind of own-
ing because in the event of Being, something becomes mind. But the owner-
ship works in reverse too: when Es gibt, when Being self-gives, Being seizes
us. At certain moments, we are seized by the Being, by the wonder that there
are things rather than nothing. In those moments of illumination we find
the great moments of history.*® But the appropriation is also a withdrawal
that maintains the distance needed for letting be.3¢

All this sets us up for the insight that our primary stance in the world is
one of receptive gratitude. If Being unfolds in the self-giving of Being, then
we should receive. Heidegger sums up this claim by repeating the Pietist
motto, denken ist Danken, a rare pun that works as well in English as in
German: “To think is to thank.” At a superficial level, we can see this as a
comment about the role of language and the gift of a tradition. Without
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language, we would be incapable at least of sharing thoughts, and perhaps
would be incapable of certain kinds of thought as such.?” That is the direc-
tion that Gadamer took Heidegger’s insights in his hermeneutical theory.
Renouncing the Enlightenment “prejudice against prejudice,” Gadamer
insisted that projections and prejudices are inherent in the process of inter-
pretation and that interpretation is everywhere. For Gadamer, language is
not the prison house that it is in so much poststructuralist theory. Language
seems a prison house only to those who still long for some way to escape
creatureliness or for frustrated Platonists who want to shed time, place, and
language to encounter ideas in their pure form.

For Gadamer, language is the condition of human freedom: “[W]herever
language and men exist, there is not only a freedom from the pressure of the
world, but this freedom from the environment is also freedom in relation to
the names that we give things, as stated in the profound account in Genesis,
according to which God gave Adam the authority to name creatures.” Unlike
animals, who are bound to environment, humans are capable of being free
from environment, and that is because of language. Human beings experi-
ence the world through the medium of language, and language is inherently
variable and flexible, offering multiple ways of accessing the complexities of
the world. Speech is thus the source of human freedom: “Man can always
rise above the particular environment in which he happens to find himself,
and because his speech brings the world into language, he is, from the begin-
ning, free for variety in exercising his capacity for language.”3#

One might characterize Gadamer’s project as one of recognizing the
virtue of necessity. We cannot understand the past, he points out, without
involving ourselves in it; even if we could slice ourselves from our under-
standing of the past, then it would no longer be we who understand it. No
matter how much we try to put ourselves into the shoes of an author or imag-
ine a historical time period, it is we who are wearing the shoes and doing the
imagining. That is obvious enough, though Gadamer is more forthright in
acknowledging the obvious than many. What he rejects, though, is regret at
the undeniable fact that we are we. Instead of wishing he could transcend
himself in knowing, instead of worrying that our inescapable we-ness leads
to relativism and skepticism, he points out that our we-ness is the condition
of possibility for knowing anything at all. And this is obvious enough too,
though much of the history of philosophy has been designed to avoid it: it
is obvious because if we transcend ourselves in the act of knowing, then it is
no longer we who are knowing it. Gadamer does not regret finitude. His is a
philosophy at home in human skin, which means it is a healthy philosophy,
since human skin is the only home we have.
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That is all based on Heidegger, but Heidegger’s use of denken ist danken
is, however, more peculiarly his own. This is evident in his treatment of the
theme in one of his lectures in Was Heisst Denken?® The argument once
again begins from etymology: Greek /ogos, meaning “word” or “thought,”
is derived from the Greek verb /legein, to gather up. Thinking is a matter of
collecting, pulling together, assembling, and gathering, and this activity is
necessarily an act of memory: “Memory is the gathering of thought,”*® and
“[t]hought is in need of memory, the gathering of thought.”! Heidegger
expounds the point with a further etymology, this time from Old English:
“thencan, to think, and thancian, to thanks, are closely related; the Old Eng-
lish noun for thought is thanc or thonc—a thought, a grateful thought, and
the expression of such a thought.” Thus “the thanc, that which is thought,
the thought, implies the thanks.” To understand how thinking is a giving
of thanks, it is necessary to see that the “thanc” was not “thought” in our
sense of the word. What is named by “thanc, thought, memory, thanks . . .
is incomparably richer in essential content than the current signification that
the words still have for us in common usage.”? It does not refer to “that
thinking of the heart” to which Pascal referred, much less to the “mathemat-
ical” or “logical-rational” thought Pascal questioned. Rather, thanc encom-
passed both memory and thanks, memory not as the power of recall but as
“the whole disposition in the sense of a steadfast intimate concentration
upon the things that essentially speak to us in every thoughtful meditation.”
Memory in its original sense is close to the sense of “devotion”—that is,
“a constant concentrated abiding with something.” Through memory, past,
present, and the hope of the future are all one in present being; memory is
the gathering together of time, and thereby is the source of the images that
flow from the soul. Thanc carried the same connotation of “the gathering of
the constant intention of everything that the heart holds in present being.”*?

This is also what “thanks” means: “In giving thanks, the heart gives
thought to what it has and what it is. The heart, thus giving thought and thus
being memory, gives itself in thought to that to which it is held. It thinks of
itself as beholden, not in the sense of mere submission, but beholden because
its devotion is held in listening.” That is what is called thinking, Heidegger
says. Thinking is not merely taking interest or classifying and dividing,
nor is it only the learning of skills. Thought attends to what is thought-
provoking, and what is thought-provoking is what “gives us to think,” a gift.
The thought-provoking is Being itself, the uncanny recognition that there is
something rather than nothing.** Thought happens when we have an idea in
the original Greek sense, derived from the verb eldw, to see, meet, encounter
face-to-face. Thought is this encounter with Being.*® This is why thinking



denken ist danken — 191

includes thanking, why a thought is a thanc. It is true that thinking in this
sense is reciprocity for being, and thought is beholden to being in the way
a recipient is beholden to a patron: “Original thanking is the thanks owed
for being.” But that is not the deepest sense of thought as thanc, because
thanking and thinking seen as “payment and repayment remains too ecasily
bogged down in the sphere of mere conventional recompense, even mere
business.”¢ To think that thinking is repayment is to place thanks in the
realm of economy, where it does not belong.
Denken ist danken at the deepest level:

When we give thanks, we give it for something. We give thanks for something
by giving thanks to him whom we have to thank for it. The things for which
we owe thanks are not things we have from ourselves. They are given to us.
We receive many gifts, of many kinds. But the highest and really most lasting
gift given to us is always our essential nature, with which we are gifted in such
a way that we are what we are only through it. That is what we owe thanks for
this endowment, first and unceasingly.*”

What form does this thankfulness for our own nature take? The thing given
us is thought; Being provokes thought, and in what is thought-provoking
“resides the real endowment of our nature for which we owe thanks.” The
proper and supreme thanks would thus be to think, and the “profound-
est thanklessness” is “thoughtlessness.”® The thinking that gathers, that
recalls, is “true thanks” that is more than “recompense.” The true thanks of
thought is instead “an offering.”*’

We can tie this back to Heidegger’s meditations on Es gibt and Ereig-
nis. Das Seyn wesen als Eveignis—Being unfolds essentially as appropriation.
That is, Being is pure giving, the sheer self-giving of Being itself. It is not
something given by Somebeing beyond Being; there is nothing beyond or
behind being, nothing beyond or behind the sheer giving that is Being. That
anything exists is the mystery of Being; that I exist is part of that mystery.
That I exist provokes the thought of the sheer givingness of Being. To think
is to stand face-to-face with that givingness, to respond to the provocation of
thought that Being presents to those beings that can think. George Steiner
puts it well: “At its most penetrating, the exercise of thought is one of grate-
ful acquiescence in Being. Inevitably, jubilantly, such acquiescence is a giving
of thanks for that which has been placed in our custody, for the light [of
Being] in the clearing.”?°

All this seems to be typical Heideggerian hot air, but for Heidegger it
has concrete cultural import. It is bound up, for instance, with his suspicion
of technology and his deep Teutonic agrarianism. In its original sense, Hei-
degger argues, techne was not simply an exertion of power over nature but a
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particular form of knowing. For the early Greeks, techne did not impose an
alien form on the nature of a thing but rather brought that nature out more
luminously. It included poiesis, “making,” but also “poetry” that teased the
truth out of things. Technology then involved a moment of illumination,
an unveiling and truth telling, in the same way that art unveils the truth
about the object of art and makes it more what it is than the thing itself.®!
Originally, technology, like art, was content to “let be.” But modern tech-
nology is a corrupted form of techne, no longer a vocation that unveils truth
about things but an adversarial position toward things. A dam does not let
the river be; it harnesses water power to produce electricity and thus is a
monstrous intervention into nature. Instead of making Being luminous in
things, modern technology masks and hides it.>? In contrast to this domi-
neering Baconian stance, the proper response to the world is a response of
thinking that is also a receptive thanking. Heidegger very explicitly sees the
links between the rebirth of philosophy that he pursues and the salvation of
the earth from technological exploitation. He aimed to overcome metaphys-
ics because he saw Western metaphysics from Plato on as the villain that
produced the scientistic and exploitive technological culture of modernity.
Overcoming metaphysics was the key to overcoming modernity.*?

In the end, Heidegger’s formula undoes itself. Anticipating the teasings
of Derrida, Heidegger is concerned with the danger of a circular return on
the giving of Being and thought. The thinking that recalls “does not need to
repay, nor be deserved, in order to give thanks. Such thanks is not a recom-
pense; but it remains an offering.”** Ereignis comes to the rescue to ensure
that the gift of Being and thankful thought does not turn into a close circle
of gift and recompense. The gift is withheld in the very giving; no gift ulti-
mately “is,” no gift appropriated by the recipient, so there is no-thing that
can ultimately be returned. As Rebecca Comay puts it, “Thanking becomes
simply the recursive, performative movement . . . which knows no object for
the gratitude and thus has nothing with which to pay back.”®® Denken ist
danken dissolves, and Heidegger’s final Danke is perhaps nothing more than
a Danke fur nichts—thanks for nothing.

Conclusion

In the end, we cannot avoid the vexed matter of Heidegger’s Nazism, nor
should we want to. Heidegger’s way of thinking about thanking is deeply
conservative, even reactionary. Thought is a moment of response to Being’s
Advent, and this easily becomes acquiescence in whatever is, whatever hap-
pens to appear. Especially if the happening is dramatic, especially if it appears
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dramatically to challenge the assumptions of decadent modernity, the Ereig-
nis must be received with thanksgiving. There is little or no room for a
moment of refusal, no space for critical ingratitude, whether inspired by the
Christian gospel or by Enlightenment reason. It is dispiriting, but it seems
no accident that the greatest modern philosopher of gratitude is also the
philosopher of fascism.
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TEN

Gifts Without Gratitude

Mauss’ rediscovery of reciprocity challenged post-Enlightenment ethics and
philosophy from various directions. Kantian ethics had advocated about dis-
interested good will, and benevolence especially had to be disinterested. If
benevolence aimed at winning some reward from the beneficiary, it was no
longer benevolence. From another angle, the fact that tribal cultures engaged
in self-interested exchanges was a threat to the Rousseauist assumptions of
cultural anthropology. If gifts in tribal cultures were so close to a form of
“commerce,” how were these tribal cultures useful as a foil for Western capi-
talism? One could read Mauss as a confirmation rather than a refutation of
liberalism: everyone everywhere does pursue self-interest. Self-interest is not
a learned behavior, inculcated by the institutions and norms of capitalist
economy and society. Self-interest is a human tendency. Mauss might be
leading us back by a tropical route to Hobbes and Adam Smith.
Contemporary philosophy has wrestled with these dilemmas at length.!
In some quarters, it has become a central obsession. Some have attempted
to defend what amounts to Kantian disinterestedness in a post-Mauss con-
text, while others have sought for a bright line to distinguish gift exchange
from commercial exchange. It is, however, important to recognize precisely
where the debate centers. Though often seen as a debate about The Gift, that
characterization misses the specific focus of debate. No one disparages gifts.
Gift—especially in the singular, especially capitalized—is a hurrah word. Say
it, and everyone nods and smiles. What rankles is not gift but the expected,
obligatory response to the gift. What rankles is gratitude, the response to the
gift that seems to shift the gift back into the realm of economy. As much as
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the Enlightenment philosophes, postmodernism is foundational, systematic
ingratitude.

One of the intriguing features of the debate is that this has not been
clearly seen even among the participants in the debate. That oversight is
another indication of the modernity of postmodern thought. Even after the
revival of reciprocity and the gift, Western intellectuals remain locked in a
Lockean framework in which gratitude is a private sentiment or a matter
of personal ethics, and is not a matter of serious philosophical or political
concern.

I cannot hope to discuss the full range of contemporary thinkers who
have contributed to the debate about “the gift”—which is a debate about
gratitude. I have selected the two main contributors—Jacques Derrida and
Jean-Luc Marion.

Given Time, the Gift of Death

Mauss’ book is called The Gift, but Derrida provocatively claims that this
is not the real subject of the book. On the contrary, the book “speaks of
everything but the gift.”> Mauss deals with exchange, economy, gifts, coun-
tergifts, sacrifice, and the obligation to give, to receive, to return. He speaks
of “gift supplements” like the potlatch, of excessive and transgressive gifts,
of giving back more than one receives, of “returns with interest.” None of
this constitutes for Derrida a discourse on the gift because all of it remains
locked into the gift process that ultimately annuls the gift. All of Mauss’
discussions of gift describe a circular process, sometimes explicitly, as when
Mauss translates Malinowski’s kula as “circle.”® A circle, Derrida insists, is
precisely what a gift is not.

He acknowledges that this circularity is what we normally mean when
we talk about gifts. In normal discourse, to speak of the event of a gift is
to speak of someone A intentionally giving something B to someone else
C. Typically, too, C is assumed to acknowledge the gift, and etiquette and
perhaps morality demand that C thank A for the gift. Such a commonsense
notion of gift, Derrida claims, betrays a number of embedded presupposi-
tions. It assumes that the donor A is unproblematically a “subject” with
intentions, and that C is the same. If there is one thing that Derrida disagrees
with, it is that there is any such thing as “unproblematic” anything. More
radically, the commonsensical notion of giving assumes that exchange has
an “Odyssean” structure, that it involves not only a gift but also a return.*
Though this circularity is the condition of possibility of the gift, it is also
simultaneously the condition of the impossibility of the gift. Derrida comes
to this radical conclusion for a number of reasons.
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Derrida proposes a strict contrast between gift and economy:

One cannot treat the gift, this goes without saying, without treating this
relation to economy, even to the money economy. But is not the gift, if there
is any, also that which interrupts economy? That which, in suspending eco-
nomic calculation, no longer gives rise to exchange? That which opens the
circle so as to defy reciprocity or symmetry, the common measure, and so as
to turn aside the return in view of the no-return? If there is gift, the given of
the gift (that which one gives, that which is given, the gift as given thing or
as act of donation) must not come back to the giving (let us not already say
to the subject, to the donor). It 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. If the figure of the circle is essential to economics, the gift must
remain aneconomic. Not that it remains foreign to the circle, but it must keep
a relation of foreignness to the circle, a relation without relation of familiar
foreignness. It is perhaps in this sense that the gift is impossible. Not impos-
sible but #he impossible. The very figure of the impossible.®

Why the impossible? Because of the pervasiveness of gifts. Why the impos-
stble? That, Derrida says, is because gifts inevitably fail to live up to the
definition of gift. A gift requires that there be no “reciprocity, return,
exchange, countergift, or debt. If the other gives me back or owes me or
has to give me back what I give him or her, there will not have been a gift,
whether this restitution is immediate or whether it is programmed by a
complex calculation of a long-term deferral or differance.” As Derrida says,
this point is most obvious “if the other, the donee, gives me back immedi-
ately the same thing.” For there to be a gift at all requires that “the donee
not give back, amortize, reimburse, acquit himself, enter into a contract,
and that he never have contracted a debt.”® Overturning the classic tradi-
tion concerning gratitude as first of all recognition, Derrida insists that “it
is . . . necessary, at the limit, that he not recognize the gift as gift. If he
recognizes it as gift, if the gift appears to him as such, if the present is pres-
ent to him as present, this simple recognition suffices to annul the gift.”
This is because “it gives back, in the place, let us say, of the thing itself, a
symbolic equivalent.” Recognition precedes gratitude, but for a recipient it
is enough to perceive the “intentional meaning of the gift, in order for this
simple recognition of the gift as gift, as such, to annul the gift as gift even
before recognition becomes gratitude.”” Thus, “At the limit, the gift as gift
ought not appear as gift, either to the donee or the donor. It cannot be gift
as gift except but not being present as gift.”®

Not only the recipient but also the giver must refuse to recognize gift
as gift: “[ TThe one who gives it must not see or know it either; otherwise he
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begins, at the threshold, as soon as he intends to give, to pay himself with
a symbolic recognition, to praise himself, to approve of himself, to gratity
himself, to congratulate himself, to give back to himself symbolically the
value of what he thinks he has given or what he is preparing to give.” The
gift loses its gift character as soon as it is recognized as such by the giver
or the recipient; but without this recognition, the gift is not a gift either,
because there is no intention of giving on the giver’s part nor a recognition
of reception on the receiver’s part. Self-congratulation or “narcissistic grati-
tude” undermines the gift as much as any symbolic repayment of the recipi-
ent. Even “the simple intention to give, insofar as it carries the intentional
meaning of the gift, suffices to make a return payment to oneself,” and thus
has to be excluded if there is to be a gift at all.’

In a tradition stretching at least from Seneca through Aquinas to the
Renaissance, recognition and memory are intimately bound to gratitude.
Derrida does not refer to this tradition explicitly, but he is clearly aware that
memory is a component of “repayment” on a gift. For a true gift to be given,
though, there must be an absolute torgetfulness on the part of both the giver
and recipient. When Derrida says that the gift cannot be kept without ceas-
ing to be a gift, he also means

the keeping in the Unconscious, memory, the putting into reserve or tem-
poralization as effect of repression. For there to be a gift, not only must the
donor or donee not perceive the gift as such, have no consciousness of it, no
memory, no recognition; he or she must also forget it right away [a instant]
and moreover this forgetting must be so radical that it exceeds even the psy-
choanalytic categorality of forgetting. . . . [W]e are speaking here of an abso-
lute forgetting—a forgetting that also absolves, that unbinds absolutely and
infinitely more, therefore, than excuse, forgiveness, or acquittal.!?

Yet this forgetfulness is not nothing, a mere “non-experience”: “For there to
be a gift event . . . something must come about or happen, in an instant, in an
instant that no doubt does not belong to the economy of time, in a time with-
out time, but also in such a way that this forgetting, without being something
present, presentable, determinable, sensible or meaningtul, is not nothing.”!!

Derrida’s deconstruction of the gift appears to cut, if possible, even
more deeply than this. There can be no subject giving a gift because, Der-
rida says, the subject is constituted by “dominating, through calculation and
exchange” through “the mastery of this hubris.” This might be taken to refer
to the modern subject in particular, the target of postmodernism. But Der-
rida makes the point more radically: “[T]he subject and object are arrested
effects of the gift. At the zero or infinite speed of the circle.”'? The subject
and object are what appear when the strobe light of a gift event flashes.
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Try a thought experiment to clarify the point: Sleepwalking Harry hands
flowers to comatose Alice. Has a gift been given? There is an exchange, but
both parties are unconscious of the exchange. We’d hardly think that there
is a gift here, since we think of the intention to give as a constituent element
of giving. So, the condition for the possibility of a gift is that Harry wake
up and Alice come out of her coma; but as soon as they do that, they both
recognize that a gift is being given, and this destroys the giftedness of the
gift. So the conditions of the possibility of the gift are also the conditions of
its destruction. The gift is impossible, the impossible. Gifts can be given only
to those who are wholly other. If there is some preexisting bond—familial,
political, economic, even friendliness—then the gift does not arise sponta-
neously as a gift. It is not free, and a gift that is not free is no gift at all. If
there is any bond of exchange, including an exchange of gift and thanks, that
follows the gift, the gift is once again destroyed.

The gift renounces self-interest. It refuses calculation, even reason. It
seeks no return. It exists only in a momentary flash of madness.

Yet this madness is the deep-down truth of things. Following Hei-
degger’s hints regarding es gibt, Derrida argues that this structure of the gift
is also the structure of being and of time. Being “gives itself to be thought
on the condition of being nothing (no present-being, no being-present),”
while time “even in what is called its ‘vulgar’ determination, from Aristotle
to Heidegger, is always defined in the paradoxia or rather the aporia of
what is without being, of what is never present or what is only scarcely and
dimly.”"®* On the one hand, time destroys the gift “through keeping, restitu-
tion, reproduction, the anticipatory expectation or apprehension that grasps
or comprehends in advance.” On the other hand, time is the only true gift.
The only gift that truly qualifies as gift, Derrida says, is the gift of nothing,
and this means fundamentally the gift of time: the only present is the present
moment, the nothing, the no-space, the not-duration that does not exist as
the future makes its way into the past. Derrida speaks in terms of the gift and
the event, and insists that the event that is gift, the gift that is event, must
be unanticipated, unexpected, unconditioned, unforeseen to be gift; the gift
event must be “irruptive, unmotivated—tfor example, disinterested. They are
decisive and they must therefore tear the fabric, interrupt the continuum
of a narrative that nevertheless they call for, they must perturb the order
of causalities: in an instant.” Gift and event “obey nothing, except perhaps
principles of disorder, that is, principles without principles.”"* The gitt is the
Dionysian moment that breaks into and tears asunder the circle of exchange,
the circulation of economy.
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Derrida worries over Heidegger’s es gibt. There is, on the one hand,
the possibility of reification, which Heidegger himself, despite his insistence
that Being was not someone or something giving something to someone,
encouraged with his references to das Es. Derrida spotted a danger that “we
arbitrarily posit an indeterminate power which is supposed to bring about all
giving of Being and time.”*® Derrida raises other concerns with Heidegger’s
insistence on Hellenistic purism, his claim that the forgetfulness of Being
requires moderns to return to the pre-Socratic sources, prior to the Socratic
deviation of philosophy. Heidegger places all in the debt of the Greeks. Den-
ken ist danken, fine; but what about the Hebrew, Christian, Latin, Roman-
tic, African, or other inheritances that we have received. For Heidegger,
Derrida fears, “Thinking now means thankfully-thinking-back on (Greek)
Being, bound over in memorializing thinking-thanking (denkendes Danken,
or dankendes Denken) which thinks on (an-denken) and ever forgets that to
which thinking is bound in endless debt.”*¢ He finds it “horribly dangerous”
because Heidegger’s Ereignis serves as a guard against the unregulated dis-
semination implied by es gibt. There is the sheer giving, Being giving itself,
giving giving, but Heidegger brings that back under control with the pro-
prietary notion of Ereignis.’” For these reasons, Derrida does not want his
quasi-transcendentals—differance, or Khora—to be the recipients of grati-
tude. They are not principles of diffusion, not exitus that anticipates a later
reditus. They are principles of pure dissemination, gift without return, gift
without gratitude. As Caputo puts it, while “Differance gifts,” we owe “no
thanks to differance'®

In an essay on Levinas, Derrida discusses more explicitly the appropri-
ate forms of thanks that might be offered to a thinker who has influenced
him." Derrida insists that the only way to give Levinas his proper due is to
give him “faulty” thanks. Invoking Levinas’ concept of the “Saying” versus
the “Said” (Saying is the face-to-face encounter with the Other that cannot
be captured by language of ontology—cannot be Said), Derrida argues that
ingratitude is essential to his expression of thanks. He can do no more than
celebrate the “Said” of Levinas’ text, and this means that any thanks he gives
violates Levinas’ own notions of ethics—because he is not Saying to the liv-
ing Other but only commending what has been Said in fixed texts. Derrida
thus faces a dilemma: he can be silent out of respect for Levinas’ ethical the-
ory; or he can speak and give defective thanks, express his gratitude flecked
with inescapable ingratitude.?°

Derrida recognizes that his thanks is faulty in three ways. It “misdi-
rects” thanks because it does not offer thanks directly to Levinas. This is
necessarily the case since “the event [of gift] that obligates the response is
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no longer present at the moment in which thanks is given.” He explains this
in terms of a statement of Levinas concerning the obligation to respond to
the Other: “He will have obligated” (z/ aura oblige), a future perfect that
cannot be captured or located in time. Furthermore, Derrida’s thanks is
not pure thanks, but only a partial and hence ungrateful thanks. That is,
Derrida does not simply repeat Levinas but criticizes and seeks to improve
on him. He must do this if he is going to be thoroughly Levinasian, if he
is going to open the Levinasian text to its “Other.” But this means that his
thanks cannot be undiluted, pure thanks, undiluted and uncritical recep-
tion. It has to include a moment of ungrateful critique. Finally, Derrida says
that in “returning ‘thanks,” he, in effect, returns property to Levinas and no
longer gives a ‘gift; of thanks.”” By committing a fault in thanks, Derrida
wants to ensure that he does not simply return “the Same” to Levinas. But
Levinas has already written in a way that disrupts the Same by the Other in
an encounter of Saying. And this means that precisely by avoiding returning
“the Same” to Levinas, Derrida is copying Levinas’ method. Derrida sees
a trap here: “Beyond any possible restitution, there would be need for my
gesture to operate without debt, in absolute ingratitude. The trap is that I
then pay homage, the only possible homage, to his work, to what his work
says of the Work.”*!

Thanks might be given by praising the work of Levinas in a way that
assumes a full context and a “dominant interpretation” of Levinas’ work,
but that is impossible because the horizon of context is in constant flux.?> A
dominant interpretation immanentizes the eschaton, encloses interpretation
in a final context. And that means that the impossibility of gratitude drives
ethics as much as the impossibility of gift. Derrida hems and haws his way
through the question of thanksgiving to arrive finally at a stance of “radical
ingratitude”:

Suppose that beyond all restitution, in radical ingratitude (but notice, not
just any ingratitude, not in the ingratitude that still belongs to the circle of
acknowledgement and reciprocity), I desire (it desires in me, but the it is not
a neutral non-me), I desire to try to give to E.L. This or that? Such and such
a thing? A discourse, a thought, a writing? No, that would still give rise to
exchange, commerce, economic reappropriation. No, to give him the very
giving of giving, a giving which might no longer even be an object or a pres-
ent said, because every present remains within the economic sphere of the
same. . . . That “giving” must be neither a thing or an act, it must somehow
be someone (male or female) not me: nor him (“he”). Strange, isn’t it, this
excess that overflows language at every instant and yet requires it??3

What Derrida says about Levinas in this essay dovetails with the second
part of Given Time, a dazzling exploration of Baudelaire’s brief short story
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“Counterfeit Money.” By reflecting not only on the story itself but also on
the existence of the story that Derrida reads, he raises another problem for
the circular model of gift and gratitude. A text is a gift, yet there is no Baude-
laire to whom we can return thanks for the gift. Baudelaire is dead, and even
before he died his text had floated free of his personal presence. Most readers
of Baudelaire never met Baudelaire to give thanks. More radically, Derrida
suggests that there is no way to return thanks because the gift that Baude-
laire gives—the gift of any writer—exceeds his intentions: “the structure of
trace and legacy of this text . . . surpasses the phantasm of return and marks
the death of the signatory or the non-return of the legacy, the non-benefit,
therefore a certain condition of the gift—in the writing itself.”?* If the gift is
something intended—as Derrida has insisted from the outset—then Baude-
laire’s text cannot be a gift, since it gives more than he intended. What is true
of Baudelaire’s text is true of all gifts:

The gift, if there is any, will always be without border. What does “without”
mean here? A gift that does not run over the borders, a gift that would let
itself be contained in a determination and limited by the indivisibility trait
would not be a gift. As soon as it delimits itself, a gift is prey to calculation
and measure. The gift, if there is any, should overrun the border, to be sure,
towards the measureless and excessive; but it should also suspend its relation
to the border and even its transgressive relation to the separable line or trait
of a border.?®

A gift so controlled that it does not exceed intention is no gift, but a gift
that gives more than intended seems something more than a gift. It seems a
waste. That excess also means that there is no fitting way to judge the appro-
priate return. How does one calculate the debt of gratitude laid on a recipi-
ent of a gift whose giver cannot help but give more than he wanted to??¢
Given Derrida’s doubts about the possibility of gift and gratitude, it
might seem that he would have little room for generosity. As we have noted
carlier, however, his ethics is fundamentally an ethics of hospitality. We
might equally say it is an ethics of the gift. The gift never arrives, never
is present, but it is the intoxicating, gleaming absence that motivates and
moves exchange. We will never give a gift, but still our desires are driven
by the impossible. Because of Derrida’s deconstruction, we will never be
tempted to confuse the phenomenon of a present with the gift; there will
always be an unrealized surplus, an impossible hope that drives our desire.
To put it otherwise, we remain in the circle of exchange, and cannot escape
it. Yet for Derrida the “transcendental illusion” of the gift raises the pos-
sibility of “overrunning the circle” precisely by means of the gift “if there is
any.” Derrida’s failure in giving thanks does not lead to resignation but is an
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“incentive to undertake ethical Work.”?” The face-to-face encounter is what
drives all ethical work in art, culture, and politics. This does not leave us out-
side the circle. As Derrida says, the overrunning “does not lead to a simple,
ineffable exteriority that would be transcendent and without relation. It is
this exteriority that sets the circle going, it is this exteriority that puts the
economy in motion. It is this exteriority that engages in the circle and makes
it turn.”?® By provoking desire, intention, the gift, though impossible, is
the condition of possibility of thought in general. The desire to overrun the
circle is the energy of the circle itself. It is not, as in Heidegger, that denken
ist danken, but rather that the very impossibility of thanks opens space for
thinking. Desire for the impossible gift loosens the circle enough to provide
some space to think and breathe.

There is, besides, another mythology beyond the Odyssean one of econ-
omy, the mythology of Abraham. In his later treatment of the gift, The Gift
of Death, Derrida takes up in part Levinas’ challenge to Kierkegaard’s read-
ing of the story of Abraham and Isaac.?® According to Kierkegaard, the nar-
rative of Genesis 22 represents the difference between the religious and the
ethical. Along the lines of Kant, Kierkegaard defines the ethical as a univer-
sal demand. What is ethical is what can be demanded of everyone everywhere
all the time. But the ethical is not the be-all and end-all of human existence.
Beyond the ethical is the religious sphere, in which a divine call brings a
“suspension of the ethical.” Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac is not exemplary
for everyone. It shows instead that there is a realm of obligation beyond
the universal. The knight of faith Abraham has a secret, a secret that can-
not be brought into public to be judged by law or custom, and this secret,
the response to the call of God, constitutes his unique individuality and
unique purpose. Abraham’s sacrifice is part of Kierkegaard’s insistence that
the particular transcends the universal.*® Levinas disagrees. He points to the
climax of the narrative, where the Lord intervenes to command Abraham
not to slaughter his son. In that moment, the Lord turns Abraham back to
the sphere of the ethical.

Derrida affirms Kierkegaard’s insistence on pushing faith beyond calcu-
lation, to drive the cost of faith higher. But Derrida does not see the lesson
as one for believers only. Rather, Abraham becomes paradigmatic of a non-
Odyssean mythology of gift. Derrida follows Kierkegaard in arguing that
Abraham has no expectation of return of favor. He gives without hope of a
return gift, and so Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice what he loves, to give
death to Isaac, breaks the circle of exchange. But Derrida refuses to follow
Kierkegaard in regarding this moment of rupture as a movement from the
ethical to the religious. On the contrary, Abraham’s experience of sacrifice is
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the experience of daily ethical life. Every time we act ethically, we offer Abra-
ham’s sacrifice afresh. We cannot aid one beggar without forgoing—and
hence sacrificing—the aid we might offer to another beggar. Ethical action
involves, inevitably, the sacrifice of ethics as universal obligation. For Der-
rida, this is not a response to the wholly other voice of God that transcends
the voice of all others who cry out for aid. Instead, he concludes that “God”
is a name worth preserving to maintain this ethical demand, that the voice of
every other requires us to sacrifice ethics for the sake of that particular other.
Derrida’s pithy French formula captures the point. “God,” he writes, “is to
be found everywhere there is something of the wholly other. And since each
of us, everyone else, each other is infinitely other in its absolute singularity,
inaccessible, solitary, transcendent, nonmanifest, not originarily present to
my ego . . . then what can be said about Abraham’s relation to God can be
said about my relation without relation to every other as wholly other.”®! In a
word, tout autre est tout antre. Not only at the extremity of sacrificing one’s
only son, but in every ethical act, we must be “knights of faith.”

It is in this final gift of sacrifice, this willingness to make a pure gift
without hope of reciprocity, that Derrida locates the push that begins the
circle of exchange. Abraham’s gift is an instant. It is wholly disinterested,
wholly outside the circle. It is a pure gift, the gift of death, the only pure
gift there can be. He is ready to disseminate without hope of reciprocity. Yet
in that very moment “God returns his son to him and decides sovereignly,
by an absolute gift, to reinscribe the sacrifice in an economy that hereafter
resembles a compensation.”* So the circle is overrun, and by stepping out of
the circle, Abraham sets a circle in motion.

Derrida contrasts Abraham’s moment of ultimate sacrifice with what he
regards as the circularity of Jesus, the Matthean Jesus in particular. Jesus
offers rewards to those who give alms, pray, and fast in secret. This is doubly
problematic for Derrida. On the one hand, it means that Jesus endorses a cir-
cle of gift and return gift that transcends the earthly sphere and incorporates
heaven. Jesus’ disciples are to give without hope of return from the recipient,
but they can do this confidently because Jesus simultaneously promises that
the Father will reward them. Disciples are to give without thought of earthly
treasure, but in so doing they store up treasure in heaven, where their hearts
are. Yet Jesus describes this form of circular exchange by contrasting it with
the ways of the hypocrites—that is, the Jews. Ever sensitive to the sources
of the Western “duel between Christian and Jew,” Derrida questions the
introduction of economy into the foundation of piety. Like Nietzsche, he
questions the Pauline introduction of the terms of credit, debt, and payment
into the very structure of the Christian theology of redemption.??
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Being Given

Jean-Luc Marion has worked out his theories regarding gift, givenness, and
exchange in two registers. On the one hand, he writes overtly theological
essays and treatises, assuming the unsurpassable truth of Christian revela-
tion. On the other hand, he writes philosophical treatises in the vein of phe-
nomenology. To hear Marion discuss it, the two are sharply distinct, with
no danger of confusion. When he does philosophical work on revelation, for
example, he leaves completely open the question of whether any such rev-
clation is available; when he writes theology, he works from the premise of
the Christian account of revelation. Whether this is completely accurate is a
vexed question, and not one that I intend to engage here.?* It will be enough
to note that the two projects run very much parallel, both of them aiming to
liberate the subject matter (God or the phenomena) from prior conditions of
human thought and language.® In both registers, he makes the categories
of gift and givenness fundamental. We start from phenomenology.

Since Husserl, phenomenology has proceeded by a method of “bracket-
ing” (epoche), or “reduction.” The phenomenologist brackets the “reality” of
phenomena (i.e., he does not ask the ontological question of whether they
are existing things apart from consciousness), but also the possible “ide-
ality” of phenomena (i.e., he does not determine whether the phenomena
are fundamentally ideas). This phenomenological reduction is followed by
a second “eidetic” reduction, which strips phenomena to their essential fea-
tures, purifying them of anything that is accidental, so as to isolate what is
truly essential to the phenomenon under investigation. As Husserl’s thought
developed, he described a third “transcendental reduction” in which the
phenomena are grounded in the transcendent ego, the “I” that serves as the
“horizon” within which phenomena appear. For Husserl, the ego as defined
and described by Descartes “provides both the limits of what can be seen
and how it is seen.”®® Husserl put it this way: “For me the world is nothing
other than what I am aware of and what appears valid in such cogitationes
(my acts of thought). The whole meaning and reality of the world rests exclu-
sively on such cogitationes. My entire worldly life takes its course within
these. I cannot live, experience, think, value, and act in any world which is
not in some sense in me, and derives its meaning and truth from me.”%”

Marion likewise employs the “reduction,” and also draws from Husserl
a basic principle regarding the “givenness” of reality. Husserl suggested that
“in its basis, every phenomenon surges forth as a gift, and therefore all phe-
nomenality comes to pass as a donation.”*® Though Husser!l did not develop
this insight, Marion uses it as an opening to introduce “givenness,” and from
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there the possibility of “revelation,” into phenomenology. He wants to say
not only that the phenomena appear to us but also that they give themselves.
In order to achieve this, Marion embarks on a critique of Husserl and various
formulations of phenomenological principles and methods. Husserl remains
bound by metaphysics, partly because he limits givenness by what is available
to sense experience or intuition. For Marion, “the pure given giving itself
depends, once reduced, only on itself. Intuition in particular, thus also the
transcendence of intentionality that it fulfills, can sometimes intervene, but
it does not define the given.” Intuition “suffers limits” but “givenness knows
none. What gives itself, insofar as given in and through reduced givenness,
by definition gives itself absolutely.”®® Husserl also remains bound to the
metaphysical paradigm of the object, which Husserl virtually equates with
being: “Immanent or absolute Being and transcendent Being are, of course,
both called ‘being,” ‘object.” ™ Husserl maintains the “privilege of primor-
dial objectness” only by “the subsuming of what appears and is given in a
category that is not given and does not appear.” Marion maintains, on the
contrary, that objectness is simply one mode of givenness: “objectness is
reduced to givenness through appearing; it indeed ends up that givenness
renders it [the object, or objectness] possible and defines it as one of its
modalities.”! Heidegger also ultimately fails to arrive at primordial given-
ness, first reducing being to givenness, but then abolishing givenness and the
gift by reducing it to Ereignis, “advent.”? Marion maintains that givenness
remains the ultimate reality.

Marion embarks on a phenomenological analysis of a painting in order
to show that it is not fundamentally an object but fundamentally a given,
fundamentally a giving-of-itself. To treat a painting as an object, he argues,
or a subsistence, is to miss what is primary in the painting. It cannot be
reduced either to a “present-at-hand” or to a “ready-to-hand.” A painting
might be analyzed as a “manipulated ready-to-hand,” and thus described in
terms of the pleasure it gives, its economic value, its conformity to standards
of excellence. But each of these analyses reduces the painting to a single
determination and judges it by a single criterion. The reality of the painting
exceeds all these reductions. Ultimately, the painting escapes this category
because it “appears in, for, and by itself.” To view the painting as an object,
as a thing, is also not to get at the painting’s reality: “to see it as a painting,
in its own phenomenality of the beautiful, I must of course apprehend it as a
thing (subsisting, ready-to-hand), but it is precisely not this that opens it to
me as beautiful; it is as I ‘live’ its meaning, namely its beautiful appearing,
which has nothing thinglike to it, since it cannot be described as the prop-
erty of a thing, demonstrated by reasons, or hardly even said.”*® The essential
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character of the painting—its “beautiful appearing”—remains enigmatic if
we try to bring it into the category of “being” or “object.”

The key reality of the painting is its effect, what it gives: “What more
does a painting give besides what it shows in showing itself as object and
being? Its effect. What more does the painting offer besides its real compo-
nent parts? Its effect. But this effect is not produced in the mode of an object,
nor is it constituted or reconstituted in the mode of beings. It gives itself.
The painting (and, in and through it, every other phenomenon in different
degrees) is reduced to ultimate phenomenality insofar as it gives its effect. It
appears as given in the effect that it gives.”** Citing a comment by Cezanne,
Marion says that the painting is “enchanting” because “its effect affects us
more intensely and more enduringly than any being, ready-to-hand or subsis-
tent.”® It is only in the effect that the painting appears as painting. Marion
concludes with a formulation indicating that appearances and phenomena
come to us only as they give themselves: “Showing itself therefore amounts to
giving itself.” Givenness is a “fold,” where the full reality is hidden, but when
the phenomenon unfolds itself, it “shows the given that givenness dispenses.
For the phenomenon, showing itself is equal to unfolding the fold of given-
ness in which it arises as a gift. Showing itself and giving itself play in the
same field—the fold of givenness, which is unfolded in the given.”*¢

Marion agrees with Derrida in wanting to isolate the gift in contrast to
commercial transactions or two-way transactions of any sort. The gift as he
has analyzed it is “twice opposed to exchange.” This is true, first, because “it
excludes the reciprocity that the other demands. It is accomplished perfectly
with the disappearance of one of its extremes (giver or givee), without which
the other would become obsolete. The gift does not consist in a real (ontic
or objective) transfer even if it possibly tolerates some incidental objective
support, while the other has no function but to make a thing pass from one
owner to another. Here the gift contradicts exchange as economic.” The
second distance from exchange arises from “the very method of phenom-
enology”: “While the gift according to exchange is stymied in the natural
attitude, the gift in terms of givenness arises from the realm of the reduction.
... if the nonintervention of either of the two extremes, or substituting for
the object of the gift its receivability or its givability, makes progress toward
gratuity (as is the case), they owe this, more essentially, to the reduction that
makes them possible.”” The difference between exchange and the gift in
terms of givenness is the difference between the “natural attitude” and the
“phenomenological act.”

On the other hand, Marion wants to show, against Derrida, that there is
a gift that escapes economy, a gift that fulfills something of Derrida’s hope
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for a pure gift. He believes that it is possible, operating within the strict
limits of phenomenology and not entering on the terrain of metaphysics or
theology, to think the gift according to the mode of givenness rather than
according to the mode of exchange. He accepts the challenge of Derrida’s
bracketing of the triple transcendence of the giver, the gift, and the recipient
but claims that one can still arrive at an identifiable gift that does not “vanish
in a cloud of smoke, the last breath of a fading concept.”® The conditions
of the im/possibility of the gift that Derrida lays out can yield a gift under-
stood in the mode of givenness. Phenomena appear only insofar as they give
themselves.*

Within this overall framework of “the given,” Marion explores the nature
of the gift. Accepting Derrida’s claims that gift exchange is impure and “eco-
nomic,” Marion proposes as a practical matter to risk the gift despite the
uncertainty of its possibility.>® Theoretically, he wants to show that there is
sufficient “trace” of the gift to elicit the risk. In place of Derrida’s annihila-
tion of the gift, Marion offers a reduction of the gift to pure givenness. This
can be done by bracketing the various features of the gift situation: the giver,
the gift itself, and the recipient. He speculates on the possibilities of gifts
without givers, without recipients, and without an object given.®! One by
one, Marion eliminates the empirical features of the gift exchange—elimi-
nates the giver A, the gift B, and the recipient C. None of them, it turns out,
is essential to the gift. Any two of them will do at a pinch.

He begins with a discussion of the gift itself.?> What, he asks, is a gift?
It is not a transfer of property, because there are gifts in which the gift
does not yield property to the recipient (a loan, a lease) and more important
because “a gift sometimes does not consist in any object at all: in the cases
involving a promise, a reconciliation, a blessing (or a curse), a friendship, or
a love (or a hatred), the gift is not identical to an object but emerges only at
the moment of its occurrence; rather than being identical with the gift, the
object becomes the simply occasional support for the gift.”*® Indeed, the
“richer” a gift, the less it is visible in the actual object given. Power is given in
a crown, a pallium, and other insignia of power, but the objects do not give
the power—they only symbolize it. Likewise, the wedding ring is a sign of
the most precious self-gift, and yet the ring is not equivalent in value to the
gift at all. Thus, “the gifts which give the most give literally nothing—no
thing, no object; not because they disappoint expectations but because what
they give belongs neither to reality nor to objectivity.”** Thus, the disappear-
ance of the object itself does not obliterate the gitt, but helps us focus on the
gift in the mode of givenness rather than in the mode of exchange.
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What happens when we bracket the recipient? Like the gift, the recep-
tion does not lie in the object itself nor in being the end point of a transfer
of property. Rather, reception lies in the act of reception itself, a point that
can be illustrated by the phenomena of ignorance and refusal. A gift that is
not known to be a gift is not a gift; it must be recognized as a gift. Similarly,
a gift refused is not fulfilled as gift. It is not missing any #hing, any object.
What is missing is simply the acceptance. Reception occurs when a person
makes up his mind to be a recipient. But reception is not easy. Receiving a
gift means receiving obligation, and this is something we may well want to
avoid. For Marion, this obligation is not a debt that the recipient owes to
the giver. That would lead back to the gift in the mode of economy, which,
Marion agrees with Derrida, would destroy the gift as such. What obligates
is not the giver but the gift itself. The gift itselfis a challenge to the autocracy
of the recipient, his desire to be self-sufficient and autonomous:

[T]he gift, by its own allure and prestige, decides the giver to decide him-
self for it—that is to say, decides (or determines) him to sacrifice his own
autocracy, the autocrat of what is his own, in order to receive it. The gift
decides about its own acceptance by deciding about its recipient. Thus, we
will conclude that in the regime of reduction, the experience of consciousness
in which the gift gives itself consists of the decision of the gift—the decision
to receive the gift by the recipient but especially to decide the recipient of the
gift by the gift itself.>®

Again, the gift remains even in the bracketing of the recipient, but the gift
emerges not according to an economy of exchange but according to the
mode of givenness.

Marion furthers the argument that the gift remains even when the recip-
ient is bracketed by bringing up specifically Christian standards of gift giv-
ing, from Luke 6. When gifts are given to enemies and ingrates, the gift is
still a gift. He argues not simply that the gift remains when the recipient is
bracketed, but that when the gift is given to an enemy who has no intention
of returning a gift or an ingrate who refuses to recognize the gift, the sheer
gratuity of the gift stands out in greater relief: “The simple fact that a gift is
abandoned does not destroy it; on the contrary, it confirms it in its character
of givenness—no reciprocity whatsoever; there is not even the recognition of
this gift which would corrode its pure gratuity. The abandon indicates that
the gift not only surpasses every counter-gift but that it surpasses every pos-
sible acceptance. The abandoned gift manifests, by its very disproportion, its
givenness.”* This is a crucial moment in Marion’s argument. It is not simply
that the gift remains when the recipient and his response of gratitude are
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bracketed. Marion thinks that the gift comes into its own and becomes most
transparently itself when the recipient is siphoned from the process. Gifts are
most gifty when there is no one to receive or give thanks for them. Marion
is as enamored of the pure gift as is Derrida.?”

Bracketing the giver likewise does not destroy the gift but shows the gift
in its pure form of gratuity. A gift that comes from an anonymous or dead
benefactor is one that escapes any countergift, since the recipient either is
ignorant of his benefactor or has no benefactor to whom to respond. More
fundamentally for Marion, the giver is not an absolute origin. A gift is the
result of a predicate; it arises as soon as the giver considers it “for the first
time, as gift, or, more exactly, as givable.” Its givability does not depend on
any intrinsic property of the gift itself, nor does the object itself change when
the giver determines that the object is a gift. The gift arises when givability
arises, and givability arises, Marion says, because the giver recognizes a prior
debt, a prior obligation based on an anterior gift: “The gift begins and, in
fact, is achieved as soon as the giver imagines that he owes something—a gift
without thing—to someone, therefore when he recognizes himself not only
in the situation of a givee but also and first as a debtor. The gift arises when
the potential giver suspects that another gift (received but not yet perceived)
preceded him, one for which he owes something, which he ought to repay,
to which he ought to respond.” This means that the giver is not the ultimate
determiner of the beginning of a gift; the gift in a sense gives itself because
the prior gift obliges the giver to give in the first place: “the gift resides in the
decision to give made by the potential giver, but the latter can decide only
insofar as he yields to givability, that is to say, recognizes that an other gift
already obliged him.”®® Gifts decide the giver. Or, more specifically, “giv-
ability” decides the giver to give since the decision to give itself rests upon
the obligation inspired by an anterior gift.*

Bracketing the gift, the gift-object, does not destroy the gift, but instead
reveals the deepest reality of the gift, and the background of givenness that
obliges the giver to give in the first place. It reveals the gift in the mode of
sheer givenness. But in the process, gratitude is cancelled in the reduction.
There is no exchange, no circle of any sort.

God Without Being

Marion thus responds to Derrida. His response to Heidegger appears in his
more theological work, where, as noted earlier, he wants to show that Hei-
degger is wrong to take Being as the final horizon. Rather, Marion argues
that the reduction reveals givenness as the ultimate horizon. Heidegger’s
assault on onto-theology provides a backdrop for Marion,*® but Marion
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believes that Heidegger escapes one idolatry for another: “Beyond the idola-
try proper to metaphysics, there functions another idolatry, proper to the
thought of Being as such.”®! Because Heidegger subordinates God to Being,
for him “any access to something like ‘God’ . . . will have to determine him
in advance as a being.”%> Marion wants to formulate a theology that does not
bind God to the ontic realm nor limit him by some prior thought of Being
as such. When he says that we must think “God without being,” Marion is
not introducing a refined sort of atheism: “God is, exists, and that is the least
of things.”®® But since God is not to be confined by any prior framework or
system of metaphysics or ontology, he exists in a very different way than crea-
tures exist. When he says that God is beyond the realm of human thought,
he does not mean that we cannot speak or think of God, but that we must
think and speak of him “otherwise” than we think and speak of everything
else.®* We must think of God in the categories of gift.

Marion fills out the distinction with a meditation on the differences
between the “idol” and an “icon.” An idol is created to satisfy our “gaze,”
and idols are ultimately mirrors, various forms of self-idolatry and self-
deception. By contrast, an icon is not limited to what is visible on the surface,
but “summons sight in letting the visible . . . be saturated little by little with
the invisible.” Christ himself'is the “norm” of the icon. Like Christ, the icon
is neither a sign of an absent reality nor a wholly present reality that can be
mastered by the gaze. Instead, the icon is a trace of presence.®® For Marion,
the icon becomes a main example of a larger category of phenomena, which
he described as “saturated phenomena,” a phenomenon that contains more
than what appears: “not everything is capable of being given perfectly,” and
this means that there is something beyond the limits of what is offered to
the intuition by phenomena. Confronted by a saturated phenomenon, we
are unable to subdue it to our mastering gaze, but are instead overwhelmed
by it.°® The reality of saturated phenomena like icons implies a decentering
of the transcendental ego, which can no longer be considered the source of
meaning. This disrupts a central phenomenological conclusion, and opens
up the possibility of theology that is not mastered by philosophy.

Marion offers various strategies®” for thinking and speaking of God
without falling into idolatry. He “crosses out” the linguistic sign “God”
as a reminder that, however God is present, his presence is never complete
or under our control. This usage “does not indicate that Gxd would have
to disappear as a concept, or intervene only in the capacity of a hypothesis
in the process of validation, but that the unthinkable enters into the field
of thought only by rendering itself unthinkable there by excess, that is, by
criticizing our thought. . . . We cross out the name of Gxd only in order to
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show ourselves that his unthinkableness saturates our thought—right from
the beginning, and forever.” Crossing out the name of God reminds us that
we do not possess God; he gives himself freely to us—we do not grasp him—
and what he offers is “the only accessible trace of He who gives.”®® Marion
focuses on agape as the name and character of God. While metaphysics is
offended by a lack of limits, by any inability of a concept to encompass the
reality, “love does not suffer from the unthinkable or from the absence of
conditions, but is reinforced by them.” That is, “love loves without condi-
tion, simply because it loves.” Or, love “is not spoken, in the end, it is made.
Only then can discourse be reborn, but as an enjoyment, a jubilation, a
praise.”® Love is connected not to understanding but to faith. Only bad lov-
ers want to understand love before they love. As the God of agape, God gives
himself as a gift for “no reason at all,” and thus cannot possibly be limited
and conditioned by metaphysics. If God is gift and love, then we ought to
renounce every effort to domesticate him into our theories. Faith takes the
place of knowledge; gift occupies the space once reserved for possession.
God gives himself to us, but not in a way that makes him subject to us.”

Marion illustrates the difference between the economy of possession and
the model of gift/love by a reading of the prodigal son. The prodigal begins
the story requesting possessions, his ousia, which Marion takes, philosophi-
cally, as “being” rather than as “possessions.” The prodigal “asks that one
grant that he no longer have to receive any gift—precisely, no longer have
to receive the ousia as gift: He asks to possess it, dispose of it, enjoy it with-
out passing through the gift and the reception of the gift. The son wants
to owe nothing to the father, and above all not to owe him a gift; he asks
to have a father no longer—the ousia without the father or gift.””! Such an
ousia as possession does not last; it yields immediately to dispossession, as
the son wastes all in riotous living, as it becomes “liquid” and slips through
his fingers. In the process of losing the ousia, the possessed being, the son
loses filiation as well—“I am no longer worthy to be called your son.” Yet,
in the end, the father returns him to his position as son. This is because the
father’s gaze is iconic rather than idolatrous; for the father, nothing is pos-
session without gift. The game that allows a nonpossessive Being or being
is itself gift.

In this way, Marion moves to a “God without being,” a God who is gift.
Being/beings does not determine the gift, but the opposite. The distance of
giver and gift is a distance that unifies even as it separates: “This other model
of the gift, since it unifies only to the extent that it distinguishes, can, pre-
cisely, distort Being/being . . . being remains in its appropriation to Being
. . . but distance includes it in another apparatus, in another circulation, in
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another giving.””? In short, Gxd does not need to be; “Gxd gives” is a suf-
ficient confession.”

In Marion’s theological as in his phenomenological work, gratitude does
not fare particularly well.”* In his philosophical work, Marion strips the gift
of'its triple structure in order to isolate the pure essentiality of the gift, but in
doing so he insists that reception, acknowledgment, and return of thanks are
inessential to the gift. In God Without Being, he proves to be as puritanical as
Derrida when it comes to the gift. At times Marion focuses on the question
of reception, but, like Derrida, he sees proper reception as pure dissemina-
tion without return. In an essay on Pseudo-Dionysius, he offers a positive
alternative to the circle of economy that, with Derrida, he believes needs
to be dismantled to save the gift. According to Denys’ hierarchical vision
of beings, God is the overflowing source of all beings. He gives the gift of
existence to everything else down the hierarchy of beings. But the reception
of the gift of being is not a return to God, who needs nothing at all since he
is an eternal and infinite fountain of life in himself. Rather, proper reception
of the gift involves an outpouring of gifts down the hierarchy. Proper recep-
tion repeats the gift.”

Marion’s pictorial explanation is rooted in his phenomenological reduc-
tion of the gift to sheer giving. If the gift is not the object itself, but the
giving act, then properly receiving it can take no other form than giving
again: “Man does not receive the gift as such except in welcoming the act
of giving, that is, through repetition by giving himself,” so that “receiving
and giving are achieved in the same act.””® More fundamentally, the recep-
tion of the gift that is a repetition of giving bears a christological imprint.
When Jesus delivers over the fulfillment of all hope and revelation, delivers
over the secret hidden since the foundation of the world, he does it in the
kenotic self-deliverance. Likewise, no gift is repeated or “received as a gift
unless the recipient donor becomes integrally and in person—hypostati-
cally—a gift.””” This christological structure manifests a Trinitarian play
of gift:

Each person, and primarily the Son, trinitarily admits receiving himself from
a paternal gift that he did not order. . . . [T]he Son receives from the Father
not only everything that it comes down to him to concentrate in himself—
that is, everything—but especially the very impetus of the gift, through
which the paternal gift gives with neither reserve nor return. In his infinite
and inconceivable dependence and poverty, the Son experiences the gift as
gift, received in filial poverty and given from the overflowing anteriority of
the Father. He in fact receives, in the dimensionless infinite that overwhelms
him, only the givenness and the giveability of the gift.”®
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Marion thus returns to the insights of the Christian mystical tradition,
according to which the highest form of gratitude is to give. Importantly,
Marion at the same time achieves an account of reception that will satisfy
(if anything can) Derrida’s strictures on the gift: a receptivity that takes the
form of pure dissemination must surely warm Derrida’s heart. Yet Marion
has recovered part of the Christian tradition while ignoring the circularity of
Christian giving and thanksgiving. For gift exchange, he substitutes a line
or proliferating labyrinth of dissemination. Nothing is ever returned to the
God who initiates the process with his superabundant gift. Marion, as much
as almost every other modern and postmodern writer, conducts his work
outside the infinite circle of Christianity, even when he is working within an
explicitly Christian framework.

Conclusion

Can a Gift Be Given?

Far and away the most powerful rejoinder to Derrida and Marion has been in
the world of theologian John Milbank.”” According to Milbank, modernity
defines the gift purely in terms of freedom, its “non-compulsory” character.
Gifts are considered private, in contrast to public contract. Yet even in mod-
ern societies, “many practices still fall ambiguously between gift and con-
tract.”® Thus, Derrida’s and Marion’s distinction of gift and contract does
not hold, and the blurry lines between gift and commerce reflect the larger
aporia of generosity—namely, that generosity is an obligation.

If gifts are part of an exchange, are gifts then reducible/deconstructible
to contract?® Milbank says no, and he traces Derrida’s “purism” to a par-
ticular understanding of agape: “This rigour takes the form of disassociating
agape in turn from the giver’s own happiness or well-being, then from eros
or any kind of desire to be with the recipient of your love, then from justice
or ‘giving the other his due’ . . . and finally from power, or the inescapable
persuasion of the other involved in every offering.” This rigor, he claims, is
“unbiblical for all that it seeks to be super-biblical.” It ends by depersonal-
izing gifts and, ironically, reaffirming the Cartesian subject and the domina-
tion of will. A disinterested gift can be given out only by a self-contained,
self-controlled subject, but this subject is “suicidally sacrificial” in its giv-
ing. Derrida is also indebted to a “questionable Kantian understanding of
the goodness of the gift as residing in purity of will or motivation.”8? Mil-
bank rejects the opposition of agape and eros: “[HJuman generosity belongs
within the context of prior attachments, or at the very least the making of
such attachments.” I do not give without concern for the relationship that
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the giving nurtures, a relationship that inevitably involves me. Instead of set-
ting agape and eros in opposition, Milbank argues that “a reflection upon
crotic love is not irrelevant to an elucidation of agapeic donation.” Romantic
gifts are mutual. A lover who gives and gives without reception or return
from the beloved is called a stalker. Erotic love is mutual, or it is not love. Yet
this mutuality is not commerce; it is not slavery. A romantic gift is “most free
where it is yet most bound, most mutual and most reciprocally demanded.”83
Grateful reception and return do not contaminate a romantic gift. It is the
response that a romantic gift aims to achieve: I want my beloved to notice
what I give, and to give herself back to me.

Using the romantic gift as his paradigm, Milbank argues that a gift is
characterized by a delay of return and a difference between the gift and the
return. A gift is a matter of delayed nonidentical repetition, or nonidentical
mimesis.?* If you return a gift to me immediately after I give it to you, the
gift ceases to be a gift and becomes a purchase; between a gift and its return,
time passes. Milbank is clearly returning to an older, perhaps Thomistic,
conception of gratitude. It is not merely verbal thanks or a sentiment of
gratefulness. It is fulfilled in some sort of return gift—whether that gift
takes the form of an object or the gift of one’s attention, time, and friend-
ship. Milbank thus breaks out of the confines of modern conceptions of
gratitude, though even here he does not affirm the infinite circle of Christian
exchange.

Gifts are not interchangeable, not equal. In the market, a $10 bill for
$10 of groceries is appropriate, but gifts must include an element of sur-
prise, novelty, asymmetry. Gift and countergift must not be identical. Given
these features of gifts, Milbank concludes that Christian love as expressed
in gifts is not linear altruism but a circle of “purified gift-exchange.” Delay
and nonidentical mimesis are the “necessarily creative self-expression of the
genuine giver” that includes “a requisite attention to the other, her character,
situation and mood.” A gift is dependent not on purity of motive but on the
suitability of the thing given, and thus the gift is not ruined by an impure
motivation. Delight in giving also has a role here: “[O]ne can enjoy giving,
not only in the mode of self-congratulation, but also as a kind of ecstasies,
or continuation of oneself out of oneself.” Desire for a response is not neces-
sarily tarnished self-interest, but could be a “recognition of ineradicable con-
nection with others and a desire for its furtherance.” On this understanding,
agapic giving becomes “a self-affirmation that is also a self-displacement,
since it seeks to resituate self through the address of others towards me.”

To achieve this purified exchange, gifts must be purged of the competi-
tive, agonistic, and honor-driven features that characterized gifts in ancient
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and tribal societies. This is what the New Testament achieves. Paul teaches
we should owe no man anything save love, which “means that the infinite
debt is now a light burden and easy yoke, even where it involves repentance,
since all that is due is our own outgoing within which alone we are.” The
exchange of gifts is what constitutes the church as a body made up of Jews
and Gentiles: The Romans “are exhorted to acknowledge the gift of the
announcement of God which they owe to the Jews and their law, not only
by words but also by material almsgiving to the poor in Jerusalem.”®¢ The
gospel, as it shapes the church, announces the possibility of purified gift
exchange: “We are . . . given the possibility to love because we are given the
true shape of love in the form of a love that is always already repeated.”®”
Thus the “new covenant fully sustains prophetic delay and non-identical rep-
etition of the gift sufficient to characterize it as gift.” The new covenant
fulfills the aspirations of local gift-exchange societies, and it fulfills them in
“perpetual Eucharist”—that is, a community “living through the oftering
... of the gift given to us of God himselfin the flesh.”8®



CONCLUSION

A Theistic Modernity

What a long, strange trip it’s been, and it will be helpful to summarize at this
point by returning to the illustration I offered in the introduction. Grandma
has given you an ugly and useless soup tureen as a wedding gift. Should
you put it away in a closet? Should you use it to feed the cat? Should you
bring it out and serve soup from it when Grandma visits? Grandma’s soup
tureen provides a handy symbolic way of identifying different conceptions of
gratitude across the centuries. WWAD? WWCD? What would Aristotle do?
What would Cicero do?

Aristotle would warn you that receiving the tureen puts you in a
position of inferiority and that, if you want to be a virtuous and
independent person, you should pay Grandma back with a bigger
gift as soon as possible. Then forget you ever received the gift in the
first place.

Cicero would tell you to follow accepted custom, take the gift, look
for a chance to reciprocate, and expect that your good offices will
advance your political career.

Seneca would encourage you to exaggerate the quality and beauty of
the gift, to appear at Grandma’s door every morning to accompany
her on her way to the grocery store, loudly celebrating her generos-
ity at every stoplight. He would encourage you to look for the right
time and way to repay her.

Jesus and Paul would tell you to honor and love Grandma, thank
God with sincerity, and move on.

217
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e The Beownlf poet would encourage you to pass out soup tureens to
your employees to display your largesse.

e Aquinas would do his Seneca imitation. He would tell you to receive
the gift, express gratitude, and look for the right time and place to
requite her gift.

e Calvin and Luther would tell you to thank God, while recognizing
you do not deserve the tureen or your grandmother’s love. They
would remind you that grace is a gift that can never be repaid.

e Hobbes would tell you that you should receive the tureen in such
a way that Grandma will never regret having given it to you, which
means,do not use it to feed the cat.

e Locke would say you should thank her and show esteem for her, so
long as her gift was not an attempt to influence your decision to vote
Democrat.

e Adam Smith would tell you that gratitude is a proper sentiment in
response to something that gives pleasure, like a tureen.

e Kant would tell you that since Grandma gave first, you are obligated
to her by a sacred duty, a debt that can never be repaid.

e Kierkegaard would remind you that we are to thank God even in
suffering.

e Nietzsche would urge you to show gratitude especially if the tureen
is ugly, to show Grandma how powerless she is to harm you.

e Heidegger would mumble something incomprehensible in German,
hike up his lederhosen, and leave with a Nazi salute.

e Mauss would be at the head of a gaggle of anthropologists warning
you that there is no such thing as a free gift, that Grandma might
return later to reclaim her property, and that her display of generos-
ity is likely a power play intended to put you in her debt.

e Derrida would say that you soiled the gift as soon as you said thank
you.

e Marion would strip the tureen to its essence of pure givability, and
you and Grandma would both disappear into phenomenological
Vapor.

Where Are We Now?

Where does all this leave us? Where are we with gratitude now, in the early
twenty-first century?

There is a widespread sense that the “Enlightenment project” has run
aground,' and there is a growing sense that the malaise of contemporary cul-
ture has something to do with our forgetfulness of gifts and our ungrateful
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marginalization of gratitude. Some see it as liberalism gone to seed. Liberal
theory (expressed, for example, in the Declaration of Independence) posits an
original gift, a bestowal, even a bestowal from a Creator. But the bestowal is
a gift of 7ights, and over the centuries that bestowal has inspired only greater
and greater demands for wider and wider rights. “Every day,” José Ortega
y Gasset complained in 1930, “a new luxury [is added] to their standard of
living.” In earlier ages, one’s status and personal gifts “would have been con-
sidered one of fortune’s gifts, inspiring humble gratitude toward destiny.”
Now, these have become rights, “not to be grateful for, but to be insisted
upon.”? Wealth has not satisfied, but led only to the expansion of desires,
which has produced a “radical ingratitude” toward the very institutions that
have satisfied his desires. Mass man is a “spoilt child” who acknowledges no
limits, no duty, no necessity of self-restraint.® Ingratitude is evident in the
very definition of national polities. The nation blames the state for all its ills,
but it was the state that created the nation in the first place.*

For others, the crisis of modernity is capitalism gone to seed, and again
gratitude arises as a central concern. Wilhelm Ropke lamented the infiltra-
tion of market mechanisms and valuations into arenas of social life where
they did not belong. The idol of growth, argued E. F. Schumacher, is the
fundamental error of modern economic systems. What measures economic
health is the gross national product (GNP), and as long as the numbers stay
steady, no one asks whether the products of our nation are in fact gross.
Schumacher says that the economist “would lose all his certainties if he even
entertained such a question: growth of the GNP must be a good thing,
irrespective of what has grown and who, if anyone, has benefitted. The idea
that there could be pathological growth, unhealthy growth, disruptive or
destructive growth, is to him a perverse idea which must not be allowed to
surface.”® To my knowledge, Schumacher never describes this as “method-
ological ingratitude,” but it might well be. It is this sense that our econom-
ics is dominated by ingratitude, discontent, greed, sheer self-interest, and
accumulation that accounts for the popularity of the works of Wendell Berry.
His economics arise from wonder at the nature of things, and from grateful
respect for the specific contours of the world as it comes to us.®

For others, the ingratitude of contemporary culture arises from the idol-
ization of the new and the denigration of the old, which has become the
cultural companion of technological progress. Others see ingratitude as the
dominant ethos of youth culture,” or a forgetfulness of the contributions of
the dead.® Few voices of gratitude rise in the modern age, complains Rob-
ert Raynolds, and those that do are drowned out by a “legion” of resent-
ful voices.” For critics of a religious bent, the underlying issue is a lack of
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thankfulness toward God. We have forgotten God, Solzhenitsyn said, and
we know from Aquinas that forgetfulness is the most aggravated form of
ingratitude. Though not always named as such, ingratitude is commonly
recognized as one of the keys to understanding late modernity.

At the same time, and perhaps for the same reason, we are in the midst of
something of a gratitude revival. Those who sense that our cultural patholo-
gies are related to a gratitude deficit are doing what they can to fill that defi-
ciency. We are surrounded by abundance, but we have convinced ourselves
that there is no God to thank, and we can hardly give thanks to the market.
We have an instinct for gratitude, but no one and nothing to which to direct
it. We are in the grip of a gratitude hunger.?

Spearheaded by Robert Emmons and Michael McCullough, a branch of
the “positive psychology” movement has embarked on a research program
of “gratitude studies.”’! Psychology has produced highly ambivalent treat-
ments of gratitude. Freud characterized the Oedipal desires of a son for his
mother as the son’s way of showing “gratitude.” All of a boy’s “instincts,
those of tenderness, gratitude, lustfulness, defiance and independence, find
satisfaction in the single wish to be his own father.”'> Theodore Reik traced
all forms of sacrifice, including “offerings of homage, gratitude, atonement,”
to “the precautionary offering which is intended to ward off a threatening
evil or an expected punishment, to assuage the anger of the God.”'* Ambiva-
lence concerning gratitude turns to outright fright in the Freudian literary
theory of Harold Bloom, who argued that rivalry rather than reception was
the primary stance of poets toward their influential predecessors.* Not for
nothing did Paul Ricoeur count Freud, along with Marx and Nietzsche,
among the great modern “masters of suspicion.”®

Working from a psychoanalytic perspective, however, Melanie Klein
rehabilitated gratitude. Klein argued that envy was the greatest emotional
inhibitor to feelings of love and gratitude. Envy and gratitude (and virtually
every other emotional disposition) can be traced to the earliest experiences
of an infant, specifically to the infant’s contact with his or her mother’s
breast. If a child nurses well, he or she learns the rudiments of hope, trust,
goodness, and gratitude. Deprived of this experience—whether because
the mother has inadequate milk or because the mother does not provide
emotional nourishment along with her milk—the child is impaired from
the outset, set off on a life of hate, envy, or greed. Enjoyment of the breast
produces grateful people, and only gratitude can counteract the destructive
effects of envy. Gratitude, Klein insists, “is essential in building up the rela-
tion to the good object and underlies also the appreciation of goodness in
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others and in oneself. Goodness is rooted in the emotions and attitudes that
arise in the earliest stage of infancy, when for the baby the mother is the one
and only object.”!

The contributors to The Psychology of Gratitude make the common
modern assumption that gratitude is an “emotion.” As such, it is integral
to the promotion of personal happiness and well-being.!” Gratitude curbs
personally damaging emotions like resentment, regret, and envy,' and it
cven brings physiological benefits.? Yet the focus of their research is not nar-
rowly psychological. They undertake their research against the background
of the tradition of gratitude in philosophy and theology that my book has
explored,?® and many of the contributors take account of the moral dimen-
sions of gratitude. Gratitude is a “moral affect” that has a variety of moral
functions. Gratitude is a moral barometer that indicates “a particular type
of interpersonal transaction”—namely, “one in which a benefactor contrib-
utes to a beneficiary’s perceived well-being through some tangible or intan-
gible benefit.”?! It is a moral motivator that encourages grateful people to
act in altruistic and “prosocial” ways, and it is a moral reinforcer because a
grateful response to an act of kindness encourages future acts of kindness.*
In considering gratitude under the rubric of “fair exchange,” the authors
rejoin gratitude and justice, which have been severed since the eighteenth
century.?® Though written by psychologists and psychological researchers,
The Psychology of Gratitude goes a considerable distance in recovering the
ethical stature that gratitude has had through the centuries of premoder-
nity. Though the authors consistently speak of gratitude as an “emotion,”
in practice they combat the post-Enlightenment reduction of gratitude to a
sentiment. By treating gratitude as a mora/ affect, the authors challenge the
habit of reducing gratitude to a matter of mere etiquette.**

Their moral analysis of gratitude shades into a consideration of the social
and even political dimensions of gratitude. Since it is typically a response to
a benefit given by another person (a human, or God), gratitude is a typically
a social emotion that runs against the grain of the “individualistic” bias of
modern society. A person who expresses gratitude signals that he recognizes
he has been well treated by another, and this stimulates further “prosocial”
behavior and attitudes in the future.”® McCullough and Tsang go so far as
to suggest that because “gratitude actually motivates people to behave pro-
socially, gratitude might be thought of as a social resource that is well worth
understanding—and perhaps even cultivating—for the development of a
society based on goodwill.”?¢ Political virtues such as civility and respect are
also tied to gratitude.?” On the other hand, because benefits and gratitude
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can be manipulated in order to dominate and control, gratitude needs to be
rooted in a specific moral conception of the good, lest one be seduced into
showing gratitude for a Hitler or a Stalin.?8

Researchers in gratitude studies have also addressed questions about
the religious aspects of gratitude. A number of research projects have found
strong correlations between gratitude and regular participation in religious
communities and activities.?’ Gratitude may be divided into two aspects:
“thankfulness” in response to personal benefits and favors from another, and
“gratefulness” as a sense of “gratuitous belonging.”?® The latter experience
can be a response to perceived gifts from God, or can be a response to the
sheer luck of a good life.?!

Not every contemporary advocate of gratitude sees the necessity for the-
ology. Ronald Aronson describes his experience of coming to the top of a
hill on a spring day to hear the birds and bathe in the sun’s warmth. His
delight was not merely physical pleasure, not merely “gladness to be out here
on this day.” Alongside those experiences was “something else . . . curious
and less distinct, a vague feeling more like gratitude than anything else but
not toward any being or person I could recognize.”®* He insists that athe-
ism does not empty the world of meaning, as Camus suggested. Appealing
to Darwinian biology, he insists that meaning arises from the marvel of our
natural and social interdependence. But then he cannot quite escape a substi-
tute religion. We should be grateful to the sun, and perhaps even to microbes
and distant basket weavers who are part of the global economic system that
sustains and enriches our lives, and he finds in holiday gatherings a quasi-
liturgy of thanks.??

Charles Eisenstein offers an ambitious proposal for resurrecting the
original “mystical” dimensions of money as part of a program of “sacred
economics.” For Eisenstein as much as for Eckhardt or Johannes de Bro-
myard, life is sheer gift. “Our lives are given us,” he writes, and thus “our
default state is gratitude.” Gratitude is “the truth of our existence.” He
knows enough of the Bible to allude, “in the beginning was the Gift,” so
that gratitude “is natural to us, so primal, so elemental.” We have the “feel-
ing of having received a gift, and the desire to give in turn.”?** One might
ask, from whence the gift? To whom/what the gratitude? We are some
ways into Eisenstein’s encomium to gratitude before he answers those ques-
tions, somewhat in passing, by mentioning a source of the primordial gift,
a “Giver” in whose gifts human gifts participate.® But it is clear that Eisen-
stein has no particular religion nor any particular Giver in mind. Religion is
brought into the discussion insofar as it supports the Master of his system,
the Gift.*¢ Christianity, Buddhism, Jainism, and Judaism jostle happily on
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the page, all saying more or less the very same thing. Though he does not
name Christianity explicitly as the culprit, Eisenstein argues that one of the
chief factors eroding the sacredness of economics and property, the obstacle
that stands in the way of the realization of an economy of gift and gratitude,
is what he calls the “mind-set of Separation, of conquest, of overcoming
evil.”?” All gods are invited to contribute to Eisenstein’s sacred utopia, all
but the jealous ones.

Aronson’s book is a yade mecum for peripatetic atheists; it is something
of a pep talk, a sermon assuring Aronson’s church that they are not con-
demned to the empty lives that religious believers project onto them. His
reflections on gratitude remain well within the confines to which modernity
has consigned reflections on gratitude—sentiments of well-being, a small
circle of friends at a holiday feast. Eisenstein’s far more ambitious propos-
als do not wash as alternatives to modernity. He does not want to get rid of
money, he insists. He only wants to restore it to its proper place, and to reen-
chant what has been disenchanted within the iron cage. With his bland and
unbaptized Giver, his mishmash of “religion,” he simply repeats the gestures
of modernity. As a solution to a modernity built on a generic (and very, very
Eurocentric) conception of religion, Eisenstein offers a renewed econom-
ics built on a generic (and very, very Eurocentric) conception of religion.
Besides, undirected gratitude hunger holds considerable danger. In search-
ing for somewhere to hang our gratitude, we might hang it almost anywhere
on almost anything. The twentieth century was full of the corpses of those
who fed their gratitude hunger on the largesse of Stalin and Hitler.

A more overtly theological and overtly political treatment of gratitude
is found in Mark T. Mitchell’s The Politics of Gratitude.®® Building from a
moral and theological account of gratitude, he sketches an avowedly conser-
vative alternative to liberalism, what he calls a “politics of gratitude.” Grati-
tude is an obligation we owe first of all to God, but also to parents, the state,
nature, and our ancestors. He uses the tragedy of King Lear to illustrate the
catastrophic social and political effects of ingratitude. A politics of gratitude
involves a modesty about the ability of the state to solve social problems,
an economy that works at a human scale, emphasizes localism, and protects
property rights instead of pursuing limitless growth. A politics of gratitude
leads to environmental politics that respect the earth as a creation, to social
policies that protect the family, to educational reforms that root students
in their surroundings rather than detaching them from their surroundings.

David L. Schindler provides a similar, profoundly theological sketch of
a renewed gift-and-gratitude political economy. His “anthropology of gift
and gratitude” begins from the premise that man is at home in the world by
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virtue of his relation to the Creator and to the rest of creation, especially to
the community of human persons. This, rather than separation, is the basis
of true individualism, since individual and community are not at odds but
presuppose one another.?* Relationships are inherent in any human action.
There is no purely autonomous action, because we are dependent even in the
midst of our independence. Schindler quotes George Grant quoting Paul:
we are not our own, and because we are not our own we belong to our-
selves only by belonging to others. “Creaturely ontology is best approached
through reflection on the mother’s smile,” Schindler writes, alluding to a
theme of Hans Urs von Balthasar. In the response to the generosity of the
mother, the child is realized as his unique self. Such an ontology and anthro-
pology places gratitude at the center of human life.*

These constituting relationships cannot be simply set aside in consider-
ing the production, exchange, and distribution of wealth. We are creatures
of gift and gratitude, and any economy that works at cross-purposes with
that human instinct is working cross-grained to human nature. What is pro-
duced is not simply the goods, the objects, or the commodities that are for
sale. Rather, the intention and purpose of the producer, and the intended
recipients of the production, determine the character of the thing produced.
A home-cooked meal is not the same as a frozen dinner. A mother’s love that
produces the meal “is not merely a matter of an intention remaining exter-
nal to the food.” On the contrary, “her love takes form as food,” and if the
same food exists without that intention, it is simply a different thing.*' Adam
Smith was wrong. We must take account of the baker’s beneficence or gener-
osity if we are to assess his production accurately. If he produces bread only
to make a profit, then the production “by definition entails instrumentaliz-
ing toward the end of profit everything that goes into the production.” The
baker is most interested in the “appearance of a certain quality of bread and
bread-making.” Worse still, the baker has instrumentalized himself, made
himself only a tool of the bread-producing process, only a means for making
profits. A baker who produces his bread out of generosity, however, implies a
production process “undertaken for the sake of making what is intrinsically
a good loaf of bread and for the sake of the person who will consume it.”
The latter intention lends “a different sense of time and measurement and
aesthetics” to bread production. To say that the bread is simply the same
implies that we have already decided to employ a “mechanical” standard of
judgment, a standard that violates the anthropology of gift and gratitude
with which Schindler started.*?

In an economy of love, where producers produce for the sake of the thing
produced and out of a desire to provide good things (to give) to consumers,
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an economy where consumers receive goods produced with gratitude, the
reality of everything is deepened. The relations between producers and con-
sumers are deepened and improved, because neither producer nor consumer
sees himself as simply a cog in a machine of production, another instrument
for the increase of the GNP. Gratitude is not ornamental to economy; it is
constitutive of a healthy and humane economy.

Liberal order, and the economic system that accompanies it, rests on
an entirely different anthropology and ontology. All production is reduced
to profit making, and thus all production becomes instrumentalized. The
anthropology of liberalism is an instrumentalist anthropology, and a materi-
alist one. It cannot sustain its own achievements. Though it offers freedom, it
ultimately undermines freedom. Its fundamental assumptions drive it toward
a culture of death, because human beings are instrumentalized toward the
end of profit. Freedom and wholeness come through relationships, and inso-
far as liberal order detaches individuals from those relationships, it inhibits
rather than enhances freedom. Schindler detects a profound “ambiguity” in
liberal society:

The “rights” of the individual, freedom of choice, equality, the power of self-
determination, the creativity of the self, community as mutual and enlight-
ened self-interest, the capacities of modern science and technology, the
institutionalized freedoms of market economics and democratic politics. . . .
Each of these achievements—and each is a genuine achievement—insofar as it
presupposes, however unconsciously, an onto-logic of abstract self-identity, eo
ipso bears within it the seeds of its own undoing and indeed reversal.*?

With much of Mitchell’s and Schindler’s program, I have great sympathy, but
I wonder if they have grasped the radicalism of the New Testament’s account
of gift and gratitude. Is there room for Jesus the ingrate? Is there room for
a Paul who refuses to acknowledge his indebtedness to the Philippians? Put
another way, we can ask whether Mitchell’s proposal will work even if God is
not seen as the source and end of the infinite circle of gift and gratitude. Is
his a theory etsi deus non daretur? Put in more political and historical terms,
does cither Mitchell or Schindler take adequate account of the fact that the
freedoms of modernity are the product of a secularized Christian impulse?
Neither Schindler nor Mitchell acknowledges that “ingratitude” is one
of Christianity’s great contributions to Western civilization, precisely the
contribution Christianity made to the formation of modernity. Paganism
did not have to learn gratitude from Christians. Paganism knew all about
gratitude, the oppressions of gratitude included. What was needed was a
new impulse that broke through the past and opened the possibility of some-
thing new. Christianity displayed “ingratitude” toward traditions, religions,
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benefactors, but it was an “ingratitude” enclosed in comprehensive gratitude
toward an infinite God who was the source of all good gifts but who also
relativized all those gifts by the self-gift of his Son. A theological alternative
to modernity that does not recognize the Bible’s impulse toward ingratitude
and its dissolution of debt is in danger of reinstating a traditional, but barely
Christian model of social and political order. Those who dream Maussian
dreams should remember that gifts can turn nightmarish. A theology that
does not accept modernity, for all its flaws and distortions, as an achievement
of Christianity, fails to that degree as a Christian theology. It runs the risk of
failing as a social and political proposal, for, as Schindler acknowledges, the
gains of modernity, especially its gain in human liberty, are genuine achieve-
ments. How they can be preserved in a narrowly circularized world of gift
and gratitude is difficult to see.

~

Yet Schindler, Mitchell, and the other critics of modernity are, in my judg-
ment, correct that the post-Enlightenment world cannot sustain itself. Mod-
ern society, conforming to the momentary relations of the market, aspires
to social debtlessness. Locke’s gratitude-free polity invades and colonizes
the rest of society. Gratitude obligations are dissolved.** All the burdens of
the past, all the hellish obligations to les autres, are erased. It is the dream of
Rousseau and Diderot, year 1 every day. The social and economic patholo-
gies that follow are evident. How, Dmitri Karamazov’s prosecutor exclaims,
can we survive if respect for fathers has to be proven, if debts of gratitude are
not simply accepted as a matter of course? How can we survive once we raise
the question, why should I love my father?

Yet modern society is a remarkable achievement, embodying, albeit in a
distorted fashion, some of the communal vision of Jesus and Paul: “Owe no
man anything. The certificate of debt has been cancelled. Forgive us our debts,
as we forgive our debtors.” Not even the most resolute opponent of modernity
wants to undo that achievement. No one wants to return to kowtowing. No
one wants to return to a social order where the way to say “thanks” is “I’m
sorry—I am fully aware of my debt to you. I can never repay it.”*®

I have argued that the great thinkers on gratitude in the modern age
pick up one or another fragment of the Christian infinite circle of gift and
gratitude. Descartes and Rousseau represent the moment of ingratitude that
allows a fresh start. Kant insists on gifts without expectation of return, and
Derrida is a hyper-Kantian who thinks that even gratitude contaminates the
gift. Locke separates the circles of social life from the uncorruptible linearity
of politics, breaking bonds of gratitude in the name of fairness and justice.
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Yet none of these fragments is coherent or realistic by itself. “Ingrati-
tude” is a necessary moment of social and political life, without which there
can be no progress, but when it is detached from circularity of every kind,
it can only collapse or run aground. Liberal order is an achievement of mas-
sive historical importance, but in theory if not in practice, it depersonalizes
politics by denuding politics of gratitude. An impersonal, mechanistic state
is not the product of an unfortunate decline of liberalism. An impersonal
mechanism is liberalism’s genius. Yet it is a genius that exists more in theory
than in reality. By his own admission, Derrida’s “pure gift” is an elusive
ideal that does not describe any actual human relationships. This is no basis
for social life. Derrida wants to encourage generosity, as all strive to realize
the impossible possibility of the gift. He is just as likely to condemn us to
perpetual debt, to the perpetual guilt of falling short of an ideal purity, to
the irredeemable burden of trying to live up to #he impossible, to perpetual
sowing without harvest.

Is there a way to cut through the dilemma—to retain the achievements
of modernity’s regime of gift and gratitude while escaping modernity’s
pathologies? If modernity is the product of fragments and shards of Chris-
tian tradition, then it seems reasonable to ask whether a whole Christianity
might provide an antidote. Perhaps the solution is to put the infinite circle
back together again. Let me illustrate by returning to the dilemmas posed
in the introduction:

e The key to the infinite circle is the expansion of gratitude’s “field
of operation.” Christianity infuses gratitude into every nook and
cranny of human life. Because 2/l comes from God, thanks is offered
to him for everything. “Give thanks for everything in all circum-
stances” is as global a command as one can expect. Christianity sat-
isfies the gratitude hunger of our age. Indeed, it more than satisfies;
it provides a surfeit of gratitude.

e Only the infinite circle underwrites an cthic of self-sacrifice, which,
for Christians, does not operate on the premise of “Those who lose
their lives shall lose them” but the promise of “Those who lose
their lives shall gain them.” Only the infinite circle harmonizes self-
interest and altruism, and thus only the infinite circle can under-
write the second great commandment that is the basis of all social
life: you shall love your neighbor as yourself.

e Christianity reconciles personalism and freedom. The infinite cir-
cle of Christianity is personal from beginning to end. A personal
God gives all gifts, often through human persons, and gratitude
is offered to that same personal giving God. Yet the infinite scope
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of the circle of reciprocity gives room for refusal. I can thank God
for a benefit without becoming indebted to the human benefactor.
My thanks goes “over the head” of the human giver (in a somewhat
Nietzschean fashion), and as a result I can simultaneously be grate-
ful (to God) and ungrateful (rejecting enslaving bonds). At the same
time, horizontal relations of need and dependency remain in place.
Though my gratitude goes “over the head” of the human person,
I am grateful for him, for his gifts and services, and I can acknowl-
edge that I am dependent on him insofar as God has gifted him to
gift me. As Paul says, I have no debts to my benefactor except the
obligation to love him.

e Because Christianity’s gratitude is global, it infuses the market as
much as the nonmarket. As Schindler says, production for the mar-
ket can be construed as a gift, as the provision of good and not merely
the provision of goods for profit. As a consumer, I am to be as grate-
ful for the goods I purchase with my own hard-earned money as
for the unexpected check that arrives from an anonymous benefac-
tor. It is all from God, and he is owed all thanks. In the Christian
infinite circle, the opposition of commodity and gift breaks down
somewhat (as Milbank notes). Social debts are “liquidated” as much
as market debts, as I refer all gratitude to God. Yet the liquidation
of debts in the market does not break my connection with suppliers
any more than the liquidation of debts of gratitude breaks my con-
nections with family and friends. I thank God for the goods that the
manufacturer provides, and I thank God for the manufacturer. The
persons, materials, operations, and processes that bring the goods
to me are all also gifts from God, and I appreciate all these as his
gifts. Again, I pay, and I owe no debts, except the debt of love. If I
am to love the shopkeeper, who is my neighbor, I cannot think that
my connection with him lasts only as long as it takes me to get my
change. Markets are not necessarily impersonal machines of profit.
Only the infinite circle can discipline the self-interest and acquisi-
tiveness of the market without making “profit” a dirty word.

e According to the infinite circle of Christian faith, I am what I am
in relation, but I am above and beyond all what I am in relation
to God. There is an “individualism” inherent in Christianity, since
our fundamental constitutive relationship is not to another human
being, or to a human community, but to God. I can extricate myself
(in modern fashion) from the small circles of gift and gratitude and
remain and retain myself. This does not leave me outside all relation,
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since I remain in relation to God. And that relation confirms rather
than subverts my relations with others. I owe no man anything,
except the debt of love. Christianity offers an anthropological “indi-
vidualism” that does not tend toward nihilism.

e Creation is God’s gift, and I owe him thanks for its pulsing abun-
dance. I owe the creation nothing but love. Yet within the infinite
circle of Christianity there is a room for an “ungrateful” response
to the creation. I am not obligated to leave it as it is. I can say, in
gratitude, “We can make improvements on this gift.”

e The globalization of gratitude in Christianity also opens up political
space. Politics is inevitably personal, because all political actors are
persons. Politics gets done through gifts and favors. Yet a political
actor operating on the infinite circle of Christian faith will look
for returns on service from his Father, not from his donors, con-
stituents, or colleagues. A political actor who receives favors will be
incorruptible insofar as he directs his thanks, and “ungratefully”
refuses to acknowledge any debt except the debt to love. Gratitude
can function as a public virtue without collapsing into cronyism
only if it responds to gifts from a Patron who stands outside and
above politics, the Father who sees in secret and rewards openly.

Conclusion

A social order that functions within the infinite circle of Christianity must
take its cues from the church, which is the original community of absolute
gratitude and focused ingratitude. If the church is going to play a central
role in the renewal of modern society, it has to cultivate habits of ingratitude.
Christians, and churches, must learn to renounce debts of gratitude, giv-
ing thanks only to God. If Chinese authorities loosen restrictions on house
churches, for instance, Chinese Christians should be thankful to God for the
freedom, but reject any offer of returning thanks to the state by moderating
or adjusting their message. Of course, these habits of ingratitude exist within
a global stance of gratitude, and so the church must also cultivate habits and
practices of gratitude. We must all become Pentecostals (or Kierkegaard-
ians), whose first instinct in every circumstance is to offer praise and thanks
to the Father.** We must learn what it means to offer a continuous sacrifice
of thanksgiving. Above all, the church must restore its ritual of gift and
gratitude, the Eucharist, to its historically central place in worship, piety,
and communal life, and Christians must learn how to practice a continuous
Eucharist.
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Only this, in my judgment, will preserve the achievements of moder-
nity in a way that avoids its horrors. To retain, and to build on, modernity,
atheistic modernity must be replaced with its only real alternative—a theistic
modernity.



Notes

INTRODUCTION

1
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Paul)” (Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon [London: Routledge, 2003], ix).
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page-through of an Amazon.com search for books on gratitude, I came across
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You, by Deborah Norville (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008). The title is doubly,
unintentionally, Nietzschean: first, because it seems to express the subtle power
of the weak, and, second, because it treats gratitude as an aggressive power. On
Nietzsche, see chapter 9.

Margaret Visser says that English speakers say the word “thanks” a hundred times
a day (The Gift of Thanks: The Roots and Rituals of Gratitude [New York: Hough-
ton Mifflin, 2009], 8).

A starting point is found in John B. Carman and Frederick J. Streng, eds., Spoken
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for the Study of World Religions, Harvard University, 1989).

Difterent as we are from Greeks and Romans, gift giving still runs in a circle in the
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puzzles of my story is that theorists of giving miss this circularity, and tell us that
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The term is Peter Brown’s.
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ford’s account with the claim that reciprocity and solidarity are both found in both
Homeric and classical Greece (“Altruism or Reciprocity in Greek Ethical Philoso-
phy?” in Gill, Postlethwaite, and Seaford, Reciprocity in Ancient Greece, 313-14).
In what follows, I follow Gabriel Herman, Ritualised Friendship and the Greek
City (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), though I acknowledge that
Herman’s arguments need to be qualified and supplemented by the findings of
Mitchell, Greeks Bearing Gifts.

David A. deSilva, Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity: Unlocking New Testament
Culture (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2000), 102: “Only during the time of
the Athenian democracy is there an attempt to move away from patronage as the
basic model for structuring society.”

Millett, “Patronage and Its Avoidance,” 26.

Quoted in Herman, Ritualised Friendship, 76.

Herman, Ritualised Friendship, 78.

Thucydides, Histories, 2.13.1, quoted in Missiou, “Reciprocal Generosity,” 186.
Quoted in Missiou, “Reciprocal Generosity,” 194. Of Aristeides, Plutarch writes



238 — notes to pp. 33-35

89
90

91

92
93
94
95
96
97
98
99
100

101

102

similarly, “He walked the way of statesmanship by himself, on a private path of
his own, as it were, because, in the first place, he was unwilling to join with any
comrades in wrongdoing, or to vex them by withholding favours; and, in the sec-
ond place, he saw that power derived from friends incited many to do wrong, and
so was on guard against it, deeming it right that the good citizen should base his
confidence only on serviceable and just conduct.”

Herman, Ritualised Friendship, 157.

Herman, Ritualised Friendship, 160—61. See also Missiou’s similar conclusions:
“Recognizing that the demand of reciprocation was not in the interest of the new
constitution . . . the Athenians realized that they had to break away from the ethos
of the gift and abandon arguments relevant to the past” (Missiou, “Reciprocal
Generosity,” 188).

Herman, Ritualised Friendship. Tragedians were sensitive to the shift. Over and
over, the extant Greek tragedies dramatize conflicts between philoi, between
friends, violations of various forms of relationship established by gifts. Elizabeth
Belfiore (“Harming Friends: Problematic Reciprocity in Greek Tragedy,” in Gill,
Postlethwaite, and Seaford, Reciprocity in Ancient Greece, 139-58) finds that only
six of the thirty-two extant tragedies lack “a plot centring on harm to blood kin,
xenos, spouse, or suppliant” (153). Within the city, personal relations established
by reciprocal giving were precarious. On the other side, Aeschylus mythologized
the deliberate break from negative reciprocity—revenge. Clytemnestra’s murder of
her husband in Agamemnon is both the culmination of a cycle of violence and a
fresh origin for another cycle of negative reciprocation. By avenging his father by
killing his mother, Orestes himself becomes the object of vengeance, until he finds
refuge in Athens, where Athena establishes a court that tames the Erinyes, the
blood-hungry Furies, and makes them part of a rationalized political system. On
Euripides in particular, see J. W. Hewitt, “Gratitude and Ingratitude in the Plays
of Euripides,” American Journal of Philology 43, no. 4 (1922): 331-43; Mark
Padilla, “Gifts of Humiliation: Charis and Tragic Experience in Alcestis,” Ameri-
can Journal of Philology 121, no. 2 (2000): 179-211; Melissa Mueller, “The Lan-
guage of Reciprocity in Euripides’ Medea,” American Journal of Philology 122, no.
4(2001): 471-504.

“Invention” is from Herman, Ritualised Friendship, 78.

Missiou, “Reciprocal Generosity,” 187.

Harry Neumann, “The Philosophy of Individualism: An Interpretation of
Thucydides,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 7, no. 3 (1969): 237-46.

In drama, the “ungrateful populace” became a standard trope of tragedy, all the
way to Shakespeare and beyond. See Missiou, “Reciprocal Generosity,” 188.
Plato, Crito, 52A3.

Xenophon, Memorabilia, 2.2.13.

Quoted in Paul Millett, “The Rhetoric of Reciprocity in Classical Athens,” in Gill,
Postlethwaite, and Seaford, Reciprocity in Ancient Greece, 228.

Quoted in Millett, “Rhetoric of Reciprocity,” 230.

See Voula Tsouna, The Ethics of Philodemus (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2008), 230-31; Martha Nussbaum, The Therapy of Desire: Theory and Practice in
Hellenistic Ethics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 249-51.
Desmond McNeill argues that classical Athens was more of a “gift society” than
is usually thought. He quotes Marx quoting the Nicomachean Ethics: “Neither
would there have been association if there were not exchange, nor exchange if
there were not equality, nor equality if there ere not commensurability” (McNeill,
“Alternative Interpretations of Aristotle on Exchange and Reciprocity,” Public
Affuirs Quarterly 4, no. 1 [1990]: 55-68).

On the continuities between Homeric and political aréte; virtue, see Alasdair
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MaclIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moval Theory (London: Duckworth, 1997),
chaps. 10-12.

Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1367a28.

Aristotle, Politics, 1337b19-21.

Egon Flaig suggests that Aristotle reacted against the “cuergetic ideologies” intro-
duced into Athenian discourse by Xenophon’s Cyropaedia. According to Xeno-
phon’s account, “And they [the Persians] bring one another to trial also charged
with an offense for which people hate one another most but go to law least, namely,
that of ingratitude; and if they know that any one is able to return a favour and
fails to do so, they punish him also severely. For they think that the ungrateful
are likely to be most negligent of their duty towards the gods, their parents, their
country, and their friends; for it seems that shamelessness goes hand in hand with
ingratitude; and it is that, we know, which leads the way to every moral wrong”
(Xenophon, Cyropaedin, 1.2.7). Aristotle instead argued for a form of giving com-
patible with democratic independence. Thus, for him, “it is no longer the bind-
ing quality of gifts which is decisive, but rather the demonstration of superiority
through giving and the superior giver’s strict preservation of his freedom from
commitments. Here, Aristotle paid tribute to the old ideal of autarchic aristocracy
within new social conditions: The weak should be grateful, whereas the strong
should defend themselves from being drawn into gratitude. With this, Aristotle
removed the power of gift exchange to bind both giver and receiver, conceiving
of giving instead as an agonistic social act” (Flaig, “Is Loyalty a Favor: Or: Why
Gifts Cannot Oblige an Emperor,” in Algazi, Groebner, and Jussen, Negotiating
the Gift, 53-54).

Visser, Gift of Thanks, 216.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1221b—1222a.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1122b: “The magnificent man is like an artist; for he can see
what is fitting and spend large sums tastefully. For, as we said at the beginning,
a state is determined by its activities and by its objects. Now the expenses of the
magnificent man are large and fitting. Such, therefore, are also his results; for thus
there will be a great expenditure and one that is fitting to its result. Therefore the
result should be worthy of the expense, and the expense should be worthy of the
result, or should even exceed it. And the magnificent man will spend such sums for
the sake of the noble; for this is common to the excellences. And further he will do
so gladly and lavishly; for nice calculation is a niggardly thing. And he will consider
how the result can be made most beautiful and most becoming rather than for how
much it can be produced and how it can be produced most cheaply.”
Nicomachean Ethics, 1122b13-14.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1122b19-1123a.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1122b-1123a.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1124b11-12.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1124b. The translator H. Rackham points out that Aristotle
misinterprets Homer, who claims that Thetis had often reminded Zeus of her ser-
vice to him (Ilind, 1.393tf.; 1.503—-4).

Nicomachean Ethics, 1124Db.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1125a11-12.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1158b, 1161-62.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1156al0ff. The translation is from W. H. Adkins, “ ‘Friend-
ship” and “Self-Sufficiency’ in Homer and Aristotle,” Classical Quarterly n.s. 13,
no. 1 (1963): 42.

This paragraph is indebted to the account in Adkins, “‘Friendship’ and “Self-
Sufficiency,”” 41-45. See also David Konstan, “Reciprocity and Friendship,” in
Gill, Postlethwaite, and Seaford, Reciprocity in Ancient Greece, 279-301. Adkins
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emphasizes the continuity between Homeric and Aristotelian friendship: “In
essentials, the concept of @thta remains as it was in Homer. Nor is this surpris-
ing, for in essentially the conditions of life have not changed. . . . [T]he individual
paterfamilias of fourth-century Athens is still in much the same position, and has
much the same values, as the head of the Homeric otkog. His aim, as Crito’s advice
to Socrates shows, is to help his @tlot and to harm his enemies, in accordance with
the law or in defiance of the law, as occasion demands. These are the requirements
of apetn as commonly recognized. . . . [J]ust as in Homeric society, actions and
results are needed, not emotion or intentions” (41). Adkins exaggerates the social
continuity. Democracy affects the place and political role of reciprocity-based
friendship.

Nicomachean Ethics, 1177a27.

Adkins, “‘Friendship’ and ‘Self-Sufficiency,”” 44—-45.

Manipulation of gratitude in support of tyranny is common in modern totalitarian
regimes. See Jetfrey Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin! Soviet Public Culture
from Revolution to Cold War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).

CHAPTER 2

1

Much of the discussion that follows examines theories of gratitude against the back-
ground of the Roman “patronage” system, briefly described and defined ahead.
There is significant debate concerning the origins, terms, and contours of this
system. See Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage in Ancient Society, Richard P. Saller, Per-
sonal Patronage under the Early Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1982); Saller, “Status and Patronage,” in The Cambridge Ancient History, Volume
XI: The High Empire, A.D. 70-192, 2nd ed., ed. Alan K. Bowman, Peter Garnsey,
and Dominic Rathbone (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 817-54;
Brown, Through the Eye of & Needle, chap. 3. On the related Roman practice of
“benefaction” and the civic honors accorded to benefactors, see especially the col-
lection of texts and inscriptions in Frederick W. Danker, Benefactor: Epigraphic
Study of & Graeco-Roman and New Testament Semantic Field (St. Louis: Clay-
ton, 1982), esp. 436-86. Some of the best summaries of the topic are from New
Testament scholars, including deSilva, Honor, Patronage, 95-119; Helen Rhee,
Loving the Poor, Saving the Rich: Wealth, Poverty, and Early Christian Formation
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012), 1-26; G. W. Peterman, Paul’s Gift from Philippi:
Conventions of Gift Exchange and Christian Giving (Society for New Testament
Studies Monograph Series 92; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997),
51-89; Stephan Joubert, Paul as Benefactor (Wissenschaftliche Undersuchungen
zum Neuen Testament 2, Reihe 124; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 17-72;
Holland Hendrix, “Benefactor/Patron Networks in the Urban Environment: Evi-
dence from Thessalonica,” Semein 56 (1991): 39-58; Neyrey, “God, Benefactor
and Patron,” 467-68.

Seneca, De beneficiis 1.42.

Flaig, “Is Loyalty a Favor?” 47. See Jacques Michel, Gratuite en droit Romain
(Brussels: University Libre de Bruxelles, 1962).

See Charles S. Rayment, “The Suit for Ingratitude,” Classical Journal 43, no. 7
(1948): 429-31; Rayment, “Late Imperial Extensions of the Suit for Ingratitude,”
Classical Jonrnal 47, no. 1 (1951): 113-14. In his life of Claudius, Suetonius men-
tions that the emperor confiscated freedman who pretended to be Roman knights,
and adds “Ingratos et de quibus patroni quererentur revocavit in servitutem” (7he
Twelve Caesars, V.25.1). Tacitus (Annals, 13.26-27) records the same situation in
the reign of Nero, using the phrase male meritos instead of Suetonius’ ingratos.
Though he despised the ungrateful, Seneca warned that ingratitude should not be
punished legally.
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Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities, 2.9.1. This section of Roman
Antiquities has been published as an appendix to Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage in
Ancient Society, 243-45.

Roman Antiquities, 2.9.3.

Roman Antiquities, 2.10.1-2.

On Dionysius, see Joubert, Paunl as Benefactor, 60—62. It is possible he intended to
set out an ideal to which he hoped Rome would measure up.

Andrew Drummond, “Early Roman Clientes,” in Wallace-Hadrill, Patronage in
Ancient Society, esp. 108-10.

See Danker, Benefuctor.

Joubert, Paul as Benefactor, 31.

See Paul Veyne, Bread and Circuses, trans. Oswyn Murray (London: Penguin,
1990). Joubert, Paul as Benefactor, 51-58, gives a good summary of the dynamics
of euergetism.

Dio Chrysostom, Disconrses, 66.1-2.

Plutarch, Moralia, 822B, quoted in Joubert, Paul as Benefactor, 56n126.

Cicero’s treatise has a long and impressive afterlife. Ambrose’s De officiis was mod-
cled on Cicero’s, and applied the principles of leadership to the church. Much to
his chagrin, Jerome was an ardent Ciceronian, and Augustine was fired for a life of
philosophy by reading Cicero. The eleventh-century writer Hildebert of Lavardin’s
Moralis philosophin de honesto et utili employed Cicero’s categories of the honest and
the useful, Peter Abelard uses the four-virtue scheme outlined by Cicero, and John
and Salisbury’s Policratus includes an exhortation to Ciceronian virtue. Thomas
Aquinas makes frequent use of Cicero in his treatise on justice. Erasmus published
a commentary on De officiis, and Hugo Grotius drew on the treatise for his De
iurebelli ac pacis. Cicero remained popular in the Enlightenment. Montesquicu
testified that “La trate Des Offices m’avait enchante, et je le prendais pour mon
modele”; Frederick the Great had the treatise translated into German and wrote to
Voltaire, who also admired Cicero, “C’est le meilleur ouvrage de morale qu’on ait
ecrit et qu’on ecrira.” It was not until the nineteenth century that Cicero fell out of
favor. A fuller review of the influence of the treatise is found in the introduction to
the translation by Patrick Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), xxx—xlv.
Throughout the following summary, I rely on Walsh’s translation.

De officiis, 1.20. Cicero is a strong advocate of the rights of private property, but he
also argues that not all goods are or should be private. What costs nothing should
not be withheld from anyone. He cites well-known Roman maxims: “Do not pre-
vent access to running water” and “let all who want it take fire from your fire.”
De officiis, 1.42.

“Undoubtedly the greatest boon of wealth is to be able to show generosity without
plundering one’s inheritance” (De officiis, 2.64).

De officiis, 1.46.

De officiis, 2.53.

De officiis, 1.44.

De officiis, 1.50.

De officiis, 1.48.

De officiis, 1.49.

De officiis, 1.55.

De officiis, 1.22.

De officiis, 1.57.

De officiis, 2.70.

De officiis, 2.23.

De officiis, 2.

De officiis, 2.63: “A gift bestowed on a man who is good and grateful gains its
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reward both from the recipient and from everyone else; for so long as we forgo
rash giving, generosity is highly popular, and most people praise it, because the
kindness of eminent men is the common refuge of all. We must therefore ensure
that we benefit as many people as possible with these kindly gestures, so that the
recollection of them passes down to their children and to later generations, so that
they cannot show lack of gratitude; for the whole world detests one who forgets a
kindness, and counts such conduct as injustice inflicted on themselves, because it
discourages generous giving; and they regard the perpetrator as an enemy to all the
needier members of society.”

In addition, Seneca had behind him a significant tradition of philosophical reflec-
tion on gifts. Brad Inwood writes, “Seneca had the advantage of a long tradition
of philosophical discussion of social relations which frequently included serious
discussions of such good deeds, their social function, and the norms which should
govern them. Plato’s works contain scattered remarks on the topic; Xenophon’s
Socratic and other works often reflect an enlightened layman’s view; the Aristote-
lian corpus contains extensive discussion of good deeds in a number of contexts,
most notably in connection with friendship; the topic features in the Academic and
Peripatetic ‘divisions’ and in the Platonic ‘definitions.” Books on good deeds or the
related topic of gratitude are reported for Theophrastus, Demetrius of Phaleron,
Stilpo, Dionysius, and Epicurus, among others; even the followers of Hegesias and
the Annicereioi had views on the topic. . . . Cleanthes wrote a book on gratitude
(peri charitos) and Chrysippus also wrote copiously on the topic.” Inwood says
that Zeno likely wrote on it, and adds that “Hecaton and his teacher Panaectius
were much engaged with this sort of question” (Reading Seneca: Stoic Philosophy
at Rome [Oxford: Oxtord University Press, 2005], 66—68). See also the introduc-
tion to Seneca’s treatise in Inwood and Miriam Griffin, trans., On Benefits, 1-14.
In addition to Inwood, see Stephan Joubert, “Coming to Terms with a Neglected
Aspect of Ancient Mediterranean Reciprocity: Seneca’s Views on Benefit-Exchange
in De Beneficiis as the Framework for a Model of Social Exchange,” in John J. Filch,
ed., Social Scientific Models for Interpreting the Bible: Essays by the Context Group in
Honor of Bruce J. Malina (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 47-63; Miriam Griffin, “De Benefi-
czisand Roman Society,” Journal of Roman Studies 93 (2003): 92-113; W. S. Watt,
“Notes on Seneca, De Beneficiis, De Clementin, and Dialogi,” Harvard Studies
in Classical Philology 96 (1994): 225-39; Gerard B. Lavery, “The Adversarius in
Seneca’s De Beneficiis,” Mnemosyne, 4th ser., 40, nos. 1/2 (1987): 96-107; Harold
N. Fowler, “The Sources of Seneca de Beneficiis,” Transactions of the American
Philological Association 17 (1886): 24-33; Barclay, Paul and the Gift.

David Konstan recognizes a shift in the discourse of friendship beginning in the
Hellenistic period: “While some of Isokrates’ homiletics on the subject of friend-
ship are reminiscent of the sayings ascribed to Menander . . . the advice to Demoni-
kos envisages a quite different kind of addressee. Demonikos is in need of caution
because unprincipled or duplicitous individuals may be disposed to insinuate them-
selves into the graces of a wealth and distinguished young man. The danger, then,
is from those seeking to gain an advantage from an association with a powerful fig-
ure. The orator is worried not so much that unreliable friends may desert Demoni-
kos in time of need, which is the emphasis in the Menandrean aphorisms, as that
they may lead the youth astray and induce him both to squander his patrimony
and abuse his authority. Isokrates’ counsel presupposes that economic or social
inferiors may pretend to friendship, and exert an unhealthy influence on the young
man through flatter and deceit” (Konstan, “Reciprocity and Friendship,” 295). In
place of Aristotle’s friendship between equals, we have asymmetrical friendship.
The phrase is Flaig’s, “Is Loyalty a Favor?” 53.

Epistle, 73.9.
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36 De beneficiis, 1.4.2. T am using the translation of Griffin and Inwood (Chicago:
University of Chicago, 2011).

37 De beneficiis, 1.3.4.

38  De beneficiis, 2.17.3. For Seneca, the image is too “poetic” to be of much philo-
sophical use, as are the allegories of the Gratine.

39 De beneficiis, 1.1. The structural point is from Joubert, Paul as Benefactor, 41-42.

40 De beneficiis, 1.10.

41 De beneficiis, 1.4.3.

42 De beneficiis, 1.10.5, 7.31-32.

43 De beneficiis, 1.6.1.

44 De beneficiis, 1.5.2.

45 De beneficiis, 1.5.4.

46 De beneficiis, 1.5.6.

47 De beneficiis, 1.5.3.

48  De beneficiis, 2.22.1.

49 De beneficiis, 2.23.1.

50  De beneficiis, 2.24.2—4.

51  De beneficiis, 2.23.3.

52 De beneficiis, 2.25.3.

53 De beneficiis, 2.26tt.

54 De beneficiis, 3.4.2.

55  De beneficiis, 3.1.4.

56  De beneficiis, 3.5.1.

57  De beneficiis, 2.33.3,2.35.1, cf. 2.28.1.

58  Plutarch, De communibus, 21. This example is discussed in Inwood, Reading Sen-
eca, 74-85.

59  De beneficiis, 5.13.1.

60 De beneficiis, 5.13.4.

61 De beneficiis, 4.18.1-4.

62 A form of what I have called “tragic metaphysics” is at work in the notion that the
origin is always superior to the supplement. On this, see my Deep Comedy: Trinity,
Tragedy, and Hope in Western Literature (Moscow, Idaho: Canon Press, 20006).

63 De beneficiis, 3.29.3.

64 De beneficiis, 3.31.5.

65 De beneficiis, 3.19.2—4.

66 De beneficiis, 3.18.2.

67  De beneficiis, 3.20.1-2.

68  De beneficiis, 3.23.1.

69  Seneca, De clementin, 1.13.5.

70 See Flaig, “Is Loyalty a Favor?” 57.

71  Flaig, “Is Loyalty a Favor?” 59-61.

72 Contemporary, and supposed correspondent: from the fourth century, fictitious
correspondence between Seneca and the Apostle Paul circulated throughout
Christendom.

CHAPTER 3

1 Quoted in Brown, Through the Eye of & Needle, 106.

2 See Edward Gibbon, Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (New York: Modern
Library, 1932), chap. 16; Joyce Salisbury, Blood of the Martyrs: Unintended Con-
sequences of Ancient Violence (New York: Psychology Press, 2004), 16-17. For a
thorough and balanced discussion, see Robert Louis Wilken, The Christians as the
Romans Sow Them (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2003).

3 Tacitus, Annals, 15.44.
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Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1158b-1162a. As we have seen, Seneca compli-
cated this question both by suggesting that benefits can run from child to parent
(and slave to master) and by insisting that many achievements are the work of the
individual.

Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend of Saint Sebastian, trans. Granger
Ryan and Helmut Ripperger (New York: Longmans, Green, 1941), http://
www.mcah.columbia.edu/medmil /pages/non-mma-pages/text_links/gl
_sebastian.html (accessed December 8, 2012).

Colossians 3:15.

1 Thessalonians 5:18.

Ephesians 5:4; 2 Timothy 3:5. I believe Paul wrote the “Pastoral Epistles,” but
even if he did not the views expressed there represent early Christian views of
thanksgiving.

Romans 1:21. On Romans 1 as a description of Adam’s sin, see Morna Hooker,
“Adam in Romans 1,” New Testament Studies 6, no. 4 (1960): 297-306.

See David W. Pao, Thanksgiving: An Investigation of a Paunline Theme (Downer’s
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2002), 29.

Romans 13:1-7.

See Bruce W. Winter, “The Public Honouring of Christian Benefactors, Romans
13.3-4 and 1 Peter 2.14-15.” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 34 (1988):
87-103. Peter Brown, Through the Eye of & Needle, 62—63, makes the same point
about the postapostolic church.

Salvian, The Writings of Salvian, the Presbyter, trans. Jeremiah F. O’Sullivan (Wash-
ington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 182.

Throughout this section, I have relied on the superb summary in Peterman, Paul’s
Gift, 22-50; see also Pao, Thanksgiving, 53—-64, 145-53. Like Seth Schwartz,
I think that the ancient Israclite conception of gift and gratitude was different
from that of other Mediterranean societies, but Schwartz is mistaken in thinking
that the Torah rejects “reciprocity” in favor of solidarity and the “pure unrecipro-
cated gift.” See Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society? Reciprocity and
Solidarity in Ancient Judaism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012). For a
brief critique, see Barclay, Paul and the Gift.

Deuteronomy 15:8-11. I recognize that many scholars reject the Mosaic author-
ship of Deuteronomy. I accept it, but as with the Pauline letters the question of
authorship is not essential to my historical use of these texts. Regardless of whether
they come from Moses, they express the ideal of generosity to which ancient Israel-
ites were expected to conform. I also acknowledge that the texts of the Old Testa-
ment might reflect a developing sensibility concerning gifts and gratitude over the
centuries of ancient Israelite history. For my purposes, those developments can be
put to the side; it is the Bible as a whole that influenced Western conceptions of gift
and gratitude.

Deuteronomy 14:28-29.

Deuteronomy 15; Leviticus 25. There is no evidence that the Jubilee was ever prac-
ticed, and the only hints the Old Testament gives concerning the Sabbath years is
a negative one: Israel goes into exile for seventy years to make up for the Sabbath
years that they had failed to observe (2 Chronicles 36:21).

Deuteronomy 24:19-22.

This is one of the main findings of David L. Baker’s excellent Tight Fists or Open
Hands? Wealth and Poverty in Old Testament Law (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009).
Genesis 18.

Genesis 19.

Exodus 15:15; 24:18, 22.

Psalm 15:5.
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Psalm 37:26.

Psalm 112:5.

Proverbs 11:24.

Proverbs 11:26.

Proverbs 28:27.

Proverbs 14:21.

See A. Murtonen, “The Use and Meanings of the Words Lé¢barek and Beraka"
in the Old Testament,” Vetus Testamentum 9 (1959): 158-77. Cf. Exodus 39:43;
Deuteronomy 24:13; Proverbs 11:26.

See J. W. Hewitt, “The Gratitude of the Gods,” Classical Weekly 18, no. 19 (1925):
148-51, and the foregoing discussion, chap. 1.

Deuteronomy 14:29.

Proverbs 19:17.

Peterman, Paul’s Gift, 89: “Divine reward does enter not into Greco-Roman social
reciprocity.”

I leave to the side questions about gift giving in relation to marriage, on which see
T. M. Lemos, Marriage Gifts and Social Change in Ancient Palestine, 1200 BCE to
200 CE (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), esp. chap. 1.

Genesis 14:21-22.

Genesis 14:18-20.

Genesis 32:13-21; 33:1.

Genesis 33:8.

Proverbs 21:14.

Genesis 33:9-11.

1 Samuel 25. See Peterman, Paul’s Gift, 30—32. For broader discussion of the pas-
sage in its context, see Peter Leithart, A Son to Me: An Exposition of 1 &2 Samuel
(Moscow, Idaho: Canon Press, 2003).

1 Samuel 25:37.

2 Chronicles 20:10.

Deuteronomy 23:3-4.

2 Chronicles 20:11.

Despite some denials, it seems clear that the Greeks also offered sacrifices as expres-
sions of gratitude for benefits from the gods.

See Pao, Thanksgiving, 53—64, 119-44.

Pao, Thanksgiving, 91-98, 145-53. Pao points to Numbers 14 and Psalm 78 as
texts that describe the ingratitude of the Israclites during their wilderness wander-
ings. Despite the miraculous provision of bread and water, they grumbled against
the Lord. The Hebrew word for thanksgiving, todah, derives from the verb yadah,
“praise,” the root of the name Judah. Etymologically, the words for “praise” and
“thanksgiving” are connected, and the verb form yadah is used regularly through-
out the Hebrew Bible, translated as “thank,” “praise,” or “confess” depending
on the context. The Psalms do not neatly divide into psalms of praise and psalms
of thanksgiving, into psalms that celebrate Yahweh’s character and attributes in
themselves and psalms that celebrate Yahweh’s acts on behalf of his people. Thanks
and praise merge into one another in a theologically significant way, a sign that
for Isracl God’s character is revealed in history and the world. Harvie Guthrie,
Theology as Thanksgiving: From the Psalms to the Church’s Eucharist (New York:
Seabury, 1981). See also Jerome Neyrey, “Lost in Translation: Did It Matter if
Christians “Thanked” God or ‘Gave God Glory’?” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 71
(2009): 1-23.

2 Chronicles 29:31; 33:16.

Nehemiah 12:27, 31, 38, 40.

Jonah 2:9.
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Jeremiah 17:26; 30:19; 33:11; Amos 4:5.

Psalm 50:14, 23; 95:2; 100:3; 107:22; 116:17. Psalm 147:7 may also refer to a
thank offering.

Psalm 56:12.

Psalm 69:30. This is probably also what is meant in Isaiah 51:3, which describes
the restoration of Zion as the Edenification of a wilderness, where the joy, glad-
ness, thanksgiving, and song again break out in the temple city. In a few passages,
the word refers to verbal thanks. Joshua calls on Achan to “give thanksgiving” to
Yahweh by revealing his sin (Josh 7:19). “Give thanks” is used in a more positive
context in Ezra 10:11: Israel confesses God, speaks publicly of his works, and that
is a form of thanks. That also seems to be the meaning of the word in Psalm 42:4,
and Psalm 147:7 might also be referring to songs of thanksgiving rather than songs
that accompany thanksgiving offerings.

See Pao, Thanksgiving, 98-103. The key text is Leviticus 7:11-15. Yahweh has
given instructions for the rite for slaughter and burning of peace offerings in chap-
ter 3. Chapter 7 returns to the different offerings, giving them in a different order,
and expanding certain rules concerning each of the offerings. The law of the peace
offering is the longest section, 7:11-34, and includes some rules about cating flesh
and fat. Within this section, Yahweh distinguishes three types of peace offerings.
One is the M7, the second is the “votive” oftering (377), and the third is the “free
will” offering (3720).

The requirement of bread and cakes and the fact that leavened bread is offered link
the sacrifice of thanksgiving with several other rites in the law. When Aaron and his
sons are ordained, the ram of filling is a kind of peace offering. When the ram of
filling is sacrificed, the pieces are placed in Aaron’s hands along with a cake of bread
mixed with oil and a wafer from the basket of unleavened bread (Exodus 29:22-
25). There is no “anointed” bread yet, because Aaron himself is not anointed. The
cakes anointed with oil link with the priests. And at least we can say that offering
a thanksgiving offering is analogous somehow to the ordination rite for priests. To
give thanks is to be “ordained.” Bread is also required when a Nazirite ends his vow
(Numbers 6). The Nazirite brings unleavened bread, cakes of semolina mixed with
oil, and wafers of unleavened bread anointed with oil. Leavened bread is usually
prohibited. No leaven is allowed on the altar; during the feast of unleavened bread,
no leaven is to be found in the homes of Israclites. The only place where leaven
appears is at the feast of Pentecost, Weeks, a firstfruits festival that also celebrates
the giving of the law. By including leavened bread in the thanksgiving offering, the
worshiper is pointing to Pentecost; or, Pentecost is a feast of thanksgiving.
Edward C. Vacek helpfully emphasizes that gratitude cannot be simply dissemina-
tion, since unless a gift is received no gift has actually been given (“Gifts, God,
Generosity, Gratitude,” in Keating, Spiritual and Moral Theology [Mahwah, N.J.:
Paulist Press, 2000], 103-18). Though not making a specifically theological point,
Lewis Hyde captures an important dimension of the biblical portrait of gratitude
in speaking of the “labor” of gratitude: with “transformative gifts,” the recipient
of the gift “feels gratitude. I would like to speak of gratitude as a labor undertaken
by the soul to effect the transformation after a gift has been received. Between the
time a gift comes to us and the time we pass it along, we suffer gratitude. More-
over, with gifts that are agents of change, it is only when the gift has worked in us,
only when we have come up to its level, as it were, that we can give it away again.
Passing the gift along is the act of gratitude that finishes the labor. The transtor-
mation is not accomplished until we have the power to give the gift on our own
terms. Therefore, the end of the labor of gratitude is similarity with the gift or
with its donor. Once this similarity has been achieved we may feel a lingering and
generalized gratitude, but we won’t feel it with the urgency of true indebtedness.”
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Again, “The labor or gratitude is the middle term in the passage of a gift. It is
wholly different from the ‘obligation’ we feel when we accept something we don’t
really want. (An obligation may be discharged by an act of will.) A gift that has
the power to change us awakens a part of the soul. But we cannot receive the gift
until we can meet it as an equal. We therefore submit to the labor of becoming like
the gift. Giving a return gift is the final act in the labor or gratitude, and it is also,
therefore, the true acceptance of the original gitt” (The Gift: Imagination and the
Erotic Life of Property [New York: Vintage, 1979], 47-51).

Contemporary scholars agree that “Hellenistic” Judaism is something of a misno-
mer, as is the polarization between “diaspora” and “Palestinian” Judaism. On the
one hand, it was not only the Jews outside Palestine who were influenced by Greek
language, culture, and customs. Palestinian Jews spoke Greek, reclined at the table
like Greeks, employed Greek ideas. On the other hand, the influence was not in
only one direction. As much as Jews were affected by their exposure to Greek civi-
lization, Greek civilization felt the impact of the Jews. See Martin Hengel, Judaism
and Hellenism: Studies in their Encounter in Palestine duving the Early Hellenistic
Period (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2003).

The term comes from Brown, Through the Eye of n Needle.

Wisdom of Ben Sirach, 12:1-3. Elsewhere, Sirach rings changes on Greco-Roman
themes: “Give to the good man and withhold from the wicked. Honor the pau-
per; give not to the scoundrel” (12:4-5); “When conferring benefits do not give
reproach and in every gift pain of words” (18:15); “The wise man makes himself
beloved with little but the favors of fools will be poured out” (20:13); “A gift of
the foolish man will not profit you for his eyes are many in return for one” (20:14).
Peterman, Paul’s Gift, 41; Schwartz, Were the Jews o Mediterranean Society? chap.
3. Schwartz sees in the juxtaposition of Ben Sirach’s Torah-based exhortations to
piety and his advice on social relations a synthesis of “two competing value sys-
tems, the one based on the valorization of reciprocal exchange and the other on
that of solidarity.” He is similar to Stoics, but unlike the Stoics is never free from
the anxiety about the dangers of reciprocal exchange, and he also reminds his read-
ers “of the transcendental value of covenantal piety” as revealed in Torah (78).
“God is a God of reciprocity,” Sirach says (32:12-13), alluding to Deuteronomy
16:16.

Schwartz, Were the Jews o Mediterranean Society? 80. Chapter 4 of Schwartz’ book
is devoted to Josephus, whom he describes as “the most important early translator
of traditional Israelite or Jewish anxieties about reciprocity and related practices
into a Roman world where such practices were beginning to assume a fundamental
political importance” (81).

Josephus, Antiquities, 4.8.13. I am indebted throughout to Paul Spilsbury, “God
and Israel in Josephus: A Patron-Client Relationship,” in Mason, ed., Understand-
ing Josephus (Shetfield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 172-91.

Josephus, Antiquities, 4.8.25.

Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterranean Society? 105.

Josephus, Antiquities, 4.8.47.

Josephus, Antiquities, 1.13.4. Spilsbury writes, “God does not mind continuing
to be Abraham’s helper since Abraham has shown himself suitably grateful for the
bounties he has already received. . . . Piety is rewarded with divine favour which
clicits a response of gratitude and further acts of piety, which in turn secure God’s
continuing services as supporter and ally” (“God and Israel in Josephus,” 187).
Josephus, Antiquities, 8.4.3.

Following the summary of Spilsbury, “God and Israel in Josephus,” 190-91.
Josephus, Life, 76.

Schwartz, Were the Jews o Mediterranean Society? 108.
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Philo, Decalogue, 41. See other citations in Peterman, Paul’s Gift, 49 n. 120. See
also Jason Whitlark, “Enabling xapig: Transformation of the Convention of Reci-
procity by Philo and in Ephesians,” Perspectives in Religions Studies 30 (2003):
325-57; Harrison, Paul’s Language of Grace, 114-33.

Philo, De plantatione Noe, 130-31: “It is the most appropriate work of God to
confer benefits, and of created beings to show gratitude, since they are unable
to give any requital of those benefits beyond gratitude; for whatever he might be
inclined to give as a requital for the other things which he has received, will be
found to be the private property of him who is the Creator of all things, and not of
the nature which offers it. Having learnt therefore that there is only one employ-
ment possible for us of all the things that seem to contribute to the honour of God,
namely the display of gratitude, let us at all times and in all places study this, with
our voice, and with useful writings, and let us never desist composing encomiastic
orations and poems, in order that both the Creator and the world may be hon-
oured by every description of utterance which can be exhibited in either speaking
or singing; the one being, as some has said, the best of all causes, and the other the
most perfect of all created things.”

Philo, De Abrahamo, 273.

Philo, De cherubim, 122: “[1]f you consider the matter, you will find that all men,
and especially those who have been alluded to as giving gratuitously, sell rather
than give; and that they, who we fancy are receiving favours, are, in reality, pur-
chasing the benefits which they derive; for they who give, hoping to receive a
requital, such as praise or honour, and seeking for a return of the favour which they
are conferring, under the specious name of a gift, are, in reality, making a bargain.
Since it is usual, for those who sell, to receive a price in return for what they part
with; but they who, receiving presents, feel anxiety to make a return for them, and
make such a return in due season, they in reality perform the part of purchasers;
for as they know how to receive, so also do they know how to requite.”

Philo, De cherubim, 123.

Peterman, Paul’s Gift, 46.

Philo, Legatio ad Gaium, 60.

Philo, De specialibus legibus, 2.78.

Soteriologically, the result of this shift is the semi-Pelagian system that E. P. Sand-
ers has dubbed “covenant nomism.” Despite their deep hostility to Rome and its
values, later Jewish rabbis “to some extent internalized the value of honor” under-
stood as “social clout of dominance.” On the other hand, they remind their readers
that an honor economy is far from ideal and insist that “honor inheres especially
in piety and in possession of Torah” (Schwartz, Were the Jews a Mediterrancan
Society? 117). Schwartz mentions a “remarkable passage in rabbinic marriage legis-
lation” that imagines a Jewish community “in (presumably unconsciously) Aristo-
telian terms, as bound together by the regular and reciprocal pulsation of services
and benefits through a social network.” Other rabbinic texts express skepticism
about human patronage, pointing to God as the only reliable patron. Yet others tell
stories of successful patronage (170).

Herod acted like any Roman provincial governor, building theaters, amphithe-
aters, establishing athletic competitions, drama, and horse races. Josephus, Antig-
wities, 15.267-79, attributes Herod’s projects to philotimin; Schwartz, Were the
Jews a Mediterranean Society? 99-103. Despite the claim that Jews held honor in
contempt, Schwartz argues that “wealthy Jerusalemites’ desire for memorializa-
tion” is evident in monuments and mausolea of various kinds (104). Benefaction
was important for the Jews, Josephus admits, but it was “only fully acceptable if
combined with mildness of character and especially with piety.” Gladitorial games
were out, gifts of food and votive offerings to the temple were legitimate (106).
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Matthew 6:2-4.

Matthew 6:3.

Luke 6:35.

Many of Jesus’ ethical instructions strike at the root of the honor system. Instead
of responding slap for slap, restoring honor with negative reciprocity, he tells his
disciples suffer not only the shame of of being slapped but also the double dishonor
of not responding and being slapped again (Matthew 5:38-39). Imitating and shar-
ing Jesus’ own shame, the disciples participate in the divine righteousness that
triumphs over the rivalrous honor system that creates injustice and conflict.
Matthew 6:4.

Luke 6:35.

Jesus’ few prayers of thanks are modeled on the Old Testament as well. See George
M. Soares-Prabhu, “Speaking to ‘Abba’: Prayer as Petition and Thanksgiving in
the Teaching of Jesus,” in Duquoc and Florestan, Asking and Thanking, 31-43.
Matthew 6:20.

Sece the “sheep and goats” scene in Matthew 25.

John Milbank, Being Reconciled: Ontology and Pardon (London: Routledge,
2003), 160-61.

Luke 14.

Luke 6:30-35.

Matthew 23:9.

Luke 22:25.

1 Corinthians 14:16.

On the thank offering as the background of the Christian Eucharist, see Dennis R.
Lindsay, “Todakb and Eucharist: The Celebration of the Lord’s Supper as a ‘Thank
Offering’ in the Early Church,” Restoration Quarterly 39 (1997): 83-100.
Leviticus 7:12-15 uses Qvota arveoswg.

Jacob Milgrom points out that the rabbis taught that the peace offering of thanks-
giving is never offered for sin, but for deliverances of various sorts. It’s the perfect
model for the sacrifice that persists after the final sacrifice has been offered (Leviti-
cus 1-16: A New Translation, Introduction and Commentary [New York: Double-
day, 1991]).

Hebrews 13 speaks of a “continuous” sacrifice of praise, and we can push the
theology of thanks a step further by looking at the way the Old Testament uses
the concept of “continual” ritual action (nNn*T). There were certain things that
were supposed to be “continuous” in the tabernacle system. The lamps of the
lamp stand were to burn continuously (Exodus 27:20; Leviticus 24:3, 4, 8). The
high priest wore his breastplate so that the names of Israel would be memorialized
before Yahweh continuously (Exodus 27:20; 28:29). The flower on Aaron’s head
was to be continuously there, so that he would be accepted before the Lord contin-
ually (Exodus 28:38). Lambs were to be offered on the altar to make a continuous
burnt offering, which in this context meant every morning and evening (Exodus
29:39, 42; Leviticus 6:13; Numbers 28:3, 6, 10, 15). Along with this, there was
to be a perpetual tribute offering (Leviticus 6:20; Numbers 4:16). Incense was to
burn continuously in the holy place (Exodus 30:8). Importantly for our purposes,
the bread of the face was also to be on the table before Yahweh perpetually (Exodus
25:30; Numbers 4:7). In the LXX, the Hebrew term is translated as Sia mavtog
in many of these passages, literally “through all things” (Exodus 25:40; 27:20;
28:30, 38; 30:8; 34:10). By the time of the New Testament, that phrase had turned
into a single word, Stanavtog. The demoniac was night and day in the mountains,
Stamavtog (Mark 5:5). After Jesus ascended, the disciples were continuously in the
temple (Luke 24:53). Their worship was the continuous temple worship of praise
and blessing God, the new nn*7. Hebrews uses the word twice, first to describe
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the continuous ministry of the priests in the tabernacle (Hebrews 9:6) and then to
describe the continuous sacrifice of praise that we are to offer to God, the continu-
ous thank offering (Hebrews 13:15).

Hebrews 13.

1 Timothy 4:4-5.

It has been said that Jewish prayers of thanks have the opposite effect of “de-sanc-
tifying” a gift. Creation is inherently holy, too holy for man to receive “raw,” and
so the gift must be transferred to the profane realm by prayer before it is received.
The statistics are revealing. Other than the Last Supper, Jesus rarely offers
prayers of thanks, or talks about gratitude. The verb evxaplotew, its noun and
adjective, along with the word “grace,” which sometimes means “thanks,”
(xaptg) occurs sixty-two times in the New Testament. Of these, three-quar-
ters are found in Paul’s writings (Pao, Thanksgiving, 15). As we have seen,
the most common expression of thanks in ancient Greek is the phrase exetv
xaptg, which uses the same word translated as “grace.” Thanks is a kind of
return of grace, a return of gift. Paul uses this expression frequently, with and
without the verb (Romans 6:17; 1 Corinthians 15:57; 2 Corinthians 2:14;
2 Timothy 1:3). Thanks is a response to grace. It is evxaptotia, good-grace.
This word is used fifteen times in the New Testament, the vast majority in Paul
(1 Corinthians 14:16; 2 Corinthians 4:15; 9:11-12; Philippians 4:6; Colossians 2:7;
1 Thessalonians 3:9). In Ephesians 5:4, Paul contrasts thanksgiving with filthy
jesting and obscenity, and also contrasted to idolatry. To turn from idols to God
is to turn from obscenity to thanksgiving. Colossians 4:2 is an exhortation to
continue in prayer—a term used for ‘continuous’ in prayer, charity, etc. in the book
of Acts. Paul tells Timothy to give thanks for all men (1 Timothy 2:1), and tells him
that thanks is a universal sanctifier (1 Timothy 4:4-5). Thanks has a “Trinitarian”
structure: it is offered to the Father for Jesus (Colossians 3:13-14) and also through
him (Ephesians 5:20; Colossians 3:17).

This question has well nigh been beaten silly. See, for instance, P. Schubert,
The Form and Function of the Pauline Thanksgiving (Berlin: Alfred Topelmann,
1939); Robert Jewett, “The Epistolary Thanksgiving and the Integrity of Philip-
pians,” Novum Testamentum 12, no. 1 (1970): 40-53; Jettrey T. Reed, “Are Paul’s
Thanksgivings ‘Epistolary’?” Journal for the Study of the New Testament 18, no. 61
(1996): 87-99.

The literature on this is large and growing larger. See Harrison, Paul’s Language
of Grace; Peterman, Paul’s Gift; Pao, Thanksgiving; Joubert, Paul as Benefactor,
Joubert, “1 Corinthians 9:24-27: An Agonistic Competition?” Neotestamentica
35, no. 2 (2001): 57-68; Joubert, “Religious Reciprocity in 2 Corinthians 9:6-15:
Generosity and Gratitude as Legitimate Responses to Charis ton theon,” Neotes-
tamentica 33, no. 1 (1999): 79-90; David Briones, “Mutual Brokers of Grace: A
Study in 2 Corinthians 1:3-11,” New Testament Studies 56, no. 4 (2010): 536-56;
Gerald W. Peterman, “‘Thankless Thanks” The Epistolary Social Convention in
Philippians 4:10-20,” Tyndale Bulletin 42, no. 2 (1991): 261-70; Barclay, Paul
and the Gift. On Hebrews, see David A. deSilva, “Exchanging Favor for Wrath:
Apostasy in Hebrews and Patron-Client Relationships,” Journal of Biblical Litera-
ture 115, no. 1 (1996): 91-116; and deSilva, Perseverance in Gratitude: A Socio-
Rbhetorical Commentary on the Epistle “to the Hebrews” (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
2000).

Pao, Thanksgiving, 20-21.

Romans 1:8.

1 Corinthians 1:4-7a.

Romans 6:17.

Philippians 1:3. The translation of the phrase pov emt T pvela vpuwv could refer
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cither to Paul’s memory of the Philippians or to the Philippians’ memory of Paul.
Peterman (Panl’s Gift, 93-99) makes a compelling case for the latter, and for the
claim that this refers specifically to a monetary gift to the apostles, which Paul
mentions explicitly in 4:10-20.

Philippians 4:18.

Philippians 4:19.

Philippians 1:5. See Peterman, “ “Thankless Thanks,” esp. 270.

Romans 13:8; medeni meden opheilete.

Peterman, Paul’s Gift, 149. Paul practices what he preaches here, and not only with
regard to the Philippians. He refuses the offered gifts of the Corinthians because
he believes that receiving them would inhibit the advance of the gospel. This is the
argument of Peter Marshall, Enmity in Corinth: Socinl Conventions in Paunl’s Rela-
tions with the Corinthians (Tibingen: Mohr, 1987).

2 Corinthians 8. Earlier, in chapter 4, Paul speaks of persecution in a way that
manifests the dynamics of grace and return. He endures for Christ’s sake and for
the sake of the church. “Death works in us [apostles], but life in you” (v. 12). He
suffers all this for the sake of the Corinthians. In fact, he says that everything
is “for your sake,” and the purpose is that the grace (yapig) of God, which is
already increasing and abounding (mAeovalw), will abound even more, exceeding
all limits (meproogvw). This multiplier effect comes through the thanksgiving of
man (St mhetovwv Ty evxapiotiay). The end of this is that the glory of God is
enhanced—God’s reputation increases, more people give honor to God. No doubt
Paul’s thought is reinforced here by the linguistic link between grace and thanks-
giving, between yapig and evxapiotia. (This is even clearer in one of the classical
expressions of thanksgiving, yapig exetv.) Thanks contains grace but expands it,
makes it bigger. The thanksgivings of the church become a machine to produce
superabundant grace, and to enhance God’s glory.

There is a similar pattern in 2 Corinthians 9. In 2 Corinthians 9, Paul is directly
dealing with questions of charitable giving in the Corinthian church. There is an
eye-for-an-eye system in giving: you get as gencrously as you give (v. 6). What
matters is not only the amount given, but also the attitude of the heart, since God
does not look for grudging gifts or gifts of necessity but for cheerfulness in giv-
ing (v. 7). That is the good work that God makes them sufficient to achieve. At
this point, Paul connects wealth and thanksgiving. Enrichment in all things to
achieve bounty ( ploutizomenoi eis pasan aplotetn) works thanksgiving (encharistin)
to God. The riches of God’s blessings, whatever they may be, work thanksgiving.
The thanksgiving is not only on the part of those who receive abundance from God
but also on the part of those with whom they share. When the saints have gathered
an offering for famine relief, when they have performed that diaconal liturgy (e
dinkonia tes leitourgas tautes), it not only meets the needs of the saints who are
suffering famine but also is multiplied, becomes abundant, by the thanksgiving
that it provokes from the recipients. The liturgy of sharing evokes Eucharist. Paul
is aware that he is employing the language of the liturgy to describe famine relief.
Poverty relief is no more than an extension of the eucharistic liturgy of the gath-
ered church.

2 Corinthians 8:9.

2 Corinthians 8:13-14.

Miroslav Volf captures the Pauline emphasis precisely: “The Corinthians do the
giving, but God gets the thanks! Does that make sense? Only if its true that when
the Corinthians give, it’s God who gives. . . . Most likely [Paul] doesn’t thank [the
Philippians]| because he believes he hasn’t received gifts from them but through
them” (Free of Charge: Giving and Forgiving in o Culture Stripped of Grace [Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2005], 112).
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Ephesians 4.

See Romans 2.

Briones, “Mutual Brokers,” reaches a similar conclusion from an examination of 2
Corinthians 1:3-11.

Here I draw on John Barclay, “Manna and the Circulation of Grace: A Study of 2
Corinthians 8:1-15,” in Wagner, Rowe, and Grieb, Word Leaps the Gap, 423-25.
This is dramatically evident in the Pastoral Epistles. Beneath their surface “con-
servatism” is a radical assault on the assumptions of Greco-Roman society. Reg-
gie Kidd argues that “one of the principal concerns of 1 Timothy is to help rich
Christians understand their place in the household of God and to help the church,
in turn, learn how to make room for such people.” The role of the wealth, Kidd
thinks, is to “devote themselves to euergesin.” That seems to replicate Greco-
Roman reciprocity relations, but Kidd adds that in the Pastorals “[t]he assumption
that wealth is an index of moral worth is dismissed out of hand” and “the notion
that a wealthy person’s future can be secured through the shrewd cultivation of
‘friends’—i.e., people obligated to return favors—is not even given a hearing.” The
wealthy as much as the poor are utterly dependent on the kindness of God, united
with the poor in need. Kidd notes too that eschatology disrupts the pattern of
social relations: “[ T ]he whole web of human reciprocity is dismantled if it indeed
in the next age rather than in this one and from God himself rather than from
carthly friends that the wealthy can expect a return on their beneficences” (Wealth
and Beneficence in the Pastoral Epistles: A “Bourgeois” Form of Early Christianity?
[SBL Dissertation Series 122; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990], 155-57).

It is, I think, the sine qua non of modern Western individualism, which is, how-
ever, a “secularization” of the Christian version. On this point as on others, grati-
tude is a stethoscope for diagnosing Western civilization’s inner developments and
deviations. See chapter 4.

CHAPTER 4

O\ U N

For a summary, see Rhee, Loving the Poor, 135-37.

Lactantius, Divine Institutes, 5.15.

Divine Institutes, 6.11-12.

Divine Institutes, 6.12.

Divine Institutes, 6.12.

Quoted in Daniel Caner, “Towards a Miraculous Economy: Christian Gifts and
Material ‘Blessings’ in Late Antiquity,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 14, no.
3 (20006): 329-77.

See Brown, Through the Eye of & Needle, xxv: During the fourth through the sixth
centuries, “we are in a society where—for pagans, Jews, and Christians alike—
religious giving was thought of as a religious transaction.” On reciprocity in 1-2
Clement, the Didache, and Ignatius, see Frederick W. Danker, “Bridging St. Paul
and the Apostolic Fathers: A Study in Reciprocity,” Currents in Theology and Mis-
sion 15, no. 1 (1988): 90-94.

Brown, Through the Eye of & Needle, 85.

Generous benefactions to the poor were not merely theoretical. Prudentius
depicted the frenzied charity of Saint Lawrence while the latter was a deacon at
Rome: “He runs about the city gathering into one flock the companies of the
infirm and all the beggars who cry out for alms. . . . There a man showing two
eyeless sockets directs his straying, faltering footsteps with a stick; a cripple with
a broken knee; a one-legged man. . . . Here is one whose limbs are covered with
running sores. . . . Such people he secks out through all the public squares, used as
they were to being fed by Mother Church. . . . There stood the company of poor
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men in their swarms, a ragged sight. They greet the Prefect with a roar for alms”
(Peristephanon, 1.141-81, quoted in Brown, Through the Eye of o Needle, 77-78).
Brown, Through the Eye of a Needle, 80.

Early Christians also developed the Pauline emphasis on continuous thanks, along
with the Philonian cosmology of gift and gratitude, reflected in writers like Justin
Martyr. Like Philo, he insists that thanks is the proper form of response, the true
form of sacrifice: “What man will not acknowledge that we are not atheists, but
declare that He has no need of streams of blood and libations and incense; whom
we praise to the utmost of our power by the exercise of prayer and thanksgiving for
all things wherewith we are supplied, as we have been taught that the only honour
that is worthy of Him is not to consume by fire what He has brought into being for
our sustenance, but to use it for ourselves and those who need, and with gratitude
to Him to offer thanks by invocations and hymns for our creation” (First Apology,
13). In the early fifth century, Augustine had concluded, based on biblical materi-
als, that the pattern of gift exchange even defined the life of the Triune God. Scrip-
ture speaks of the Spirit as the “gift of God,” and Augustine reasoned that this gift
was not just a gift from God to men but a gift exchange in the inner dynamics of
the Trinity. The Spirit was the Father’s gift to the Son, and likewise the return gift
of the Son to the Father. This is the first move in the development of Augustine’s
well-known triadic notion of Triune love. Gift giving requires a giver, a gift, and a
recipient who is also a giver of returns; love is a form of gift that also requires three
(like Seneca’s three graces)—the Giver, the Gift, and the Giver again who keeps the
circulation of the gift in motion. Love, he argued, “is of'some one that loves, and
with love something 7s loved.” In love, therefore, we can see three things, “he that
loves, and that which is loved, and love.” Love itself must therefore be “a certain
life which couples or seeks to couple together some two things, namely, him that
loves, and that which is loved.” All this applies to fleshly loves, but the structure of
love becomes even clearer when we “tread down the flesh and ascend to the mind.”
In loving a friend, one loves the mind and there one sees more clearly that there
are three things: “he that loves, and that which is loved, and love” (De Trinitatis,
8.10). Augustine does not speak of “gratitude” here, but the cycle of reciprocity
would have been familiar to the Latins of his time. Such a Trinitarian theology of
gift goes far beyond even the exalted ethics and metaphysics of gratitude found in
Philo. For Philo, gratitude was the creature’s response to the Creator’s gift. Augus-
tine implies that gratitude has been eclevated into a divine responsiveness, God’s
return gift to God. One might extend this much further than Augustine, as recent
theologians of gift have done. For them, the creature’s response of thankfulness
to the Creator is precisely the creature’s inclusion in the thanks of the Son to the
Father, which the Son ofters through the Gift, the Spirit, which he has shared with
his people. Given the historical focus of this study, we will, with reluctance, leave
these ecstasies to the side.

For the sake of simplicity, I speak here only of the impact of Greco-Roman patron-
age on Christian conceptions. In moving beyond the boundaries of the empire to
Christianize the barbarians, the church encountered another form of giving. Taci-
tus had already remarked on the gift practices of the barbarians: “It is a national
custom for gifts of cattle or agricultural produce to be made to the chiefs, individual
citizens making voluntary contributions for this purpose. . . . They take particular
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with “no distinction . . . between acquaintance and stranger.” Guests have a right
to any parting gift. In general, though the Germans “take delight in presents,” they
do not practice Roman-style gift and gratitude: “they expect no repayment for giv-
ing them and feel no obligation in receiving them” (Germania, 15, 118).
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Theology 19, no. 1 (2003): 5-28. On the shifts in the theology of the Eucharist,
see Henri de Lubac, Corpus Mysticum: The Eucharist and the Church in the Middle
Ages (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007).

This was one of Luther’s central objections to the Catholic rite. The Lord’s Supper
is fundamentally a gift, and Luther renounced the “commercialism” and “barter-
ing and dealing” that he discerned in the Mass (“Admonition Concerning the Sac-
rament,” quoted in Piotr J. Malysz, “Exchange and Ecstasy: Luther’s Eucharistic
Theology in the Light of Radical Orthodoxy’s Critique of Gift and Sacrifice,” Scoz-
tish Journal of Theology 60, no. 3 (2007): 306 n. 42. Malysz’ article challenges Wil-
liam Cavanaugh’s interpretation (“Eucharistic Sacrifice and the Social Imagination
in Early Modern Europe,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 31, no. 3
[2001]: 585-605), who claims that Luther created a dualism of exchange and gift
that turned the gift into a supernatural disruption of the normal transactional pat-
terns of social life. Malysz responds, in part, by pointing out that “the mass of the
late Middle Ages contributed to the progressive contractuality of social relation-
ships, rather than simply being undermined by the social processes” (304). On the
Reformers’ charge of commercialization, see also Brad S. Gregory, The Unintended
Reformation: How a Religious Revolution Secularized Society (Cambridge, Mass.:
Belknap, 2012), 262-63.

Angenendt, “Donationes pro anima,” 141-43.

Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (Madison: University
of Wisconsin Press, 2000), 100: “In a profound sense, the religious reformations
of the sixteenth century were a quarrel about gifts, that is, about whether humans
can reciprocate to God, about whether humans can put God under obligation, and
about what this means for what people give to each other.” Writing specifically
of Calvin, Davis captures the wide range of reform, the shifting of the center of
gratitude in sixteenth-century France: “No more exchange between the living and
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the dead, as Purgatory disappears. No more systematic exchange between laity and
clergy; all believing Christians are priests and now pastors are paid regular salaries.
No more confraternities circulating gifts among the brothers and sisters; Chris-
tians have no particular fellowship other than their parish. Fewer things can serve
as gifts, as candles lose their religious role, and fewer holy days exist that might
occasion special gift exchange” (119).

On Biel, see Heiko Oberman, The Harvest of Medieval Theology (Grand Rapids:
Baker, 2000).

“The popular view of the mass was distinctly mechanical. The layman was taught
to believe that he could increase the effect of Eucharistic prayers by the simple
process of multiplying them and making them more elaborate. The benefits which
the living and dead received varied in direct proportion with the number of masses
said and the amount of offering made at each” (B. L. Manning, The People’s Faith
in the Time of Wyclif (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1919), 72, quoted
in Rosenthal, Purchase of Paradise, 13.

Thesis 33.

Thesis 34.

Thesis 62.

Luther, Three Treatises, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990).

Quoted in Oswald Bayer, “The Ethics of Gift,” Lutheran Quarterly 24 (2010):
447-68, 455.

Quoted in Bayer, “Ethics of Gift,” 455.

Quoted in Bayer, “Ethics of Gift,” 456. Calvin’s theology took off from a similar
starting point. Even before he begins talking about the Eucharist, Calvin’s theol-
ogy is deeply eucharistic. God the Father is a kind and loving Father, who gives all
good things to his children. Despite their sin, he is determined to bring them to
salvation, to share in his life at his table. He calls them to grateful reception of his
gifts, which means that they are to receive his gifts fruitfully, living in obedience
to their Father and in union with the Son. See Brian Gerrish, Grace and Gratitude:
The Eucharistic Theology of John Calvin (Eugene, Ore.: Wipt & Stock, 2002).

See Stephan K. Turnbull, “Grace and Gift in Luther and Paul,” Word & World 24,
no. 3 (2004): 305-14.

Luther, “Faith of a Christian,” in Three Treatises. The first commandment is the
root of all the others, so when one believes in obedience to the first command-
ment, fulfillment of the other commandments becomes casy.

Luther, Small Catechism and “That These Words of Christ, ‘This Is My Body’
Still Stand Firm Against the Fanatics” (1527), quoted in Malysz, “Exchange and
Ecstasy,” 305—7. Malysz emphasizes that for Luther the Eucharist does not merely
form a pattern for Christian society, but actually forms that society in the gift of
the incarnate Son.

Calvin, Institutes, 2.6.55; 3.7.6-7. To see how these charitable principles were
worked out in practice, see Ronald Wallace, Calvin, Geneva, and the Reformation
(Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 1998); Robert Kingdon, “Social Welfare in Calvin’s
Geneva,” American Historical Review 76 (1971): 50—69. It was a truism among
the Reformers that funds that had been used by the Catholic Church to support
indolent monks or to decorate lavish churches ought instead be devoted to the
poor.

Calvin, Institutes, 4.18.17. See Gerrish, Grace and Gratitude, 150-51.

Catechism of Geneva, q. 237. In the light of our discussion of Jesus and Paul in
chapter 3, it is clear that this catechism answer misses the disruptive force of early
Christian “ingratitude.” As described by the catechism, Genevan society replicates
the pattern of benefaction and gratitude-debt found in Roman society, now rein-
forced and made transcendent by theological principles.
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Commentary on Hebrews, 11:5-6.

Commentary on & Harmony of the Gospels, at Matthew 6:4.

Something of Seneca too. Calvin’s first published work was a commentary on Sen-
eca’s De Clementin, and Calvin continued to use Stoic categories and to evidence
Stoic inclinations throughout his life. On this, see Leithart, “Stoic Elements in Cal-
vin’s Doctrine of the Christian Life,” Westminster Theological Journal 55, no. 1
(1993): 31-54; 55, no. 2 (1993): 191-208; 56, no. 1 (1994): 59-85.

Calvin, Institutes, 4.18.16.

Pierre du Moulin, The Buckler of the Faith (Newberry, 1631). Moulin appears to be
reading a Protestant doctrine of grace into the term charis. As we noted in chapter
1, the word was the normal Greek term for a return gift, pleasure returned for the
pleasure of an initial benefit.

Miles Coverdale, A Spiritual and Most Precious Pearl (1550; repr., Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1844), 147.

William Perkins, A Golden Chain (1590; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1612), 104.

Thomas Cartwright, A Confutation of the Rhemists Translation, Glosses and Annota-
tions on the New Testament (1618; repr., New York: Da Capo, 1971), 59.

Tyndale, Doctrinal Treatises and Introductions to Different Portions of the Holy
Scriptures (1525; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1848).

Tyndale, Doctrinal Treatises, 66.

Tyndale, Parable of the Wicked Mammon (London, 1528).

For a helpful corrective to contemporary linear conceptions of the gift, especially
as seen in the Reformed versions of “Sonship theology,” see Kelly Kapic, God
So Loved, He Gave: Entering the Movement of Divine Generosity (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2010).

Quoted in Ilana Krausman Ben-Amos, The Culture of Giving: Informal Support
and Gift-Exchange in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2008), 250n22.

Ben-Amos, Culture of Giving, chaps. 5-7. See also Felicity Heal, “Food Gifts, the
Houschold and the Politics of Exchange in Early Modern England,” Past and Pres-
ent 199 (2008): 41-70.

Ben-Amos, Culture of Giving, 273: The discourse on gifts “clevated giving as
a form of gratuitousness—a sort of altruistic, sacrificial benevolence and love
that sought no reward, alongside the kind of offering that carried benefits and
reciprocities.”

Gargantun and Pantagruel, book 3, 3.IV. The notion that this debate reflects
a conflict of “Protestant” and “Catholic” mentalities comes from Davis, Gift in
Sixteenth-Century France, 121-23.

Gargantun and Pantagruel, book 3, 3.V.

See Timothy Reuter, “Gifts and Simony,” in Algazi, Groebner, and Jussen, Nego-
tinting the Gift, 157-68.

Valentin Groebner, Liquid Assets, Dangerous Gifts: Presents and Political at the End
of the Middle Ages, trans. Pamela E. Selwyn (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylva-
nia Press, 2000). See also Groebner, “Accountancies and Arcana: Registering the
Gift in Late Medieval Cities,” in Cohen and de Jong, Medieval Transformations,
219-43; Groebner, “The City Guard’s Salute: Legal and Illegal, Public and Private
Gifts in the Swiss Confederation around 1500,” in Algazi, Groebner, and Jussen,
Negotinting the Gift, 247-67.

On this development, see Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: Sociogenetic and
Psychogenetic Investigations (London: Blackwell, 2000); Helmuch Berking, Soczol-
ogy of Giving (London: Sage, 1999), chap. 8.

On this process, see Charles Tilley, ed., The Formation of National States in Western
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Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975); Tilley, Coercion, Capital and
European States: AD 990-1992 (London: Wiley-Blackwell, 1992).

Thanks to my research assistant, Donny Linnemeyer, for help in assessing Machia-
velli’s views on this topic. Donny’s research was crucial for me throughout this
chapter and the following two.

The Prince, chap. 3. I am relying on the translation of W. K. Mariott (Chicago:
Encyclopedia Britannica, 1952).

The Prince, chap. 6.

The Prince, chap. 7.

The Prince.

The Prince, chap. 16.

The Prince, chap. 16.

Discourses on Livy, 3.6. I am using the translation of Christian Detmold, avail-
able at http://oll.libertyfund.org/?option=com_staticxt&staticfile=show.php%3
Ftitle=1866.

The Prince, chap. 16.

Discourses on Livy, 1.28.

Discourses on Livy, 1.29.

Discourses on Livy, 1.30.

Discourses on Livy, 1.30.

The Prince, Preface.

Discourses on Livy, Introduction.

For all this, see Davis, Gift in Sixteenth-Century France, 67-72. Davis speaks of
“obligation anxiety” as a characteristic of sixteenth-century French life.
Montaigne, “On Vanity,” in Essays, available at http://oregonstate.edu/instruct/
phl302 /texts/montaigne/montaigne-essays--6.html.

Catherine Dunn, The Concept of Ingratitude in Renaissance English Moral Philoso-
phy (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1946), 3-8.

Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude, 9.

Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude, 10.

Pierre Charron, Of Wisdome (English translation 1608), cited in Dunn, Concept of
Ingratitude, 26.

Cited in Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude, 28-29.

Peter de la Primaudaye, The French Academie (1594), cited in Dunn, Conception of
Ingratitude, 29.

“A True Description of Unthankfulnesse,” cited in Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude,
15.

“For like as treason is no other thing than a breach of faith and dutie; cuen so
ingratitude is no other thing, than a breach of the band and dutie due vnto a man,
by reason of a pleasure receiued” (Remigio Nannini, Civill Considerations upon
Many and Sundrie Histories [1601], cited in Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude, 47).
William Bullein compares the ingratitude of Judas to “all Traitours agaynste
Prynces, by whome they haue receiued Benefites” (The Bulwarke of Defense against
All Sicknesse [1579], cited in Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude, 48), and Robert Dal-
lington describes the defection of two Italian vassals from the king of France as an
act of “vngratefull reuolt, from so magnificent a Prince” (Aphorismes Civill and
Militarie [1629], cited in Dunn, Concept of Ingratitude, 49).

Hewitt, “Some Aspects of the Treatment of Ingratitude,” 42—47.

Available online at http://www.luminarium.org/renascence-editions/gov/govl.
htm. The following paragraphs summarize chapter 13 of Elyot’s second book.
Recent Shakespeare scholarship has emphasized not only his interest in contempo-
rary Elizabethan politics but also the theological setting in which those political
interested have been developed. Debora Shuger writes, “[I]f it is not plausible to
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read Shakespeare’s plays as Christian allegories, neither is it likely that the popular
drama of a religiously saturated culture could, by a secular miracle, have extricated
itself from the theocentric orientation informing the discourses of politics, gender,
social order and history.” Quoted in Jeffrey Knapp, Shakespeare’s Tribe: Church,
Theatre and Nation in Renaissance England (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2002). In his 2002 Shakespeare’s Tribe, Jetfrey Knapp argues that scholars do not go
far enough. While they stress “the centrality of religion to the study of Renaissance
drama,” they accept part of the secular theater thesis they are opposing since they
assume that “Renaissance playwrights [are] ‘Christian’ only cognitively or sublimi-
nally, rather than purposively and devotionally.” Thus not even recent revisionist
scholarship “allows the possibility that Renaissance plays may have been intended
and received as contributions to the cause of true religion,” nor have scholars con-
sidered the possibility that “Shakespeare and his contemporaries were capable of
envisaging their profession itself—their acting and playwrighting—as a kind of
ministry.” For his part, Knapp argues that “English theology and ecclesiology
shaped the drama at a fundamental level, in helping to determine the conceptu-
alization of the player and the playwright as professions, and of the theater as an
institution; these self-images in turn disposed theater people toward the enacting of
certain confirmatory plots, themes, and characters on stage; and thus religion had a
crucial say in the creation of plays, in their content, and, by extension, in their pre-
sumed social effects.” In short, “religion had a more direct role in the production
of plays than as the deep structure of dramatized ideologys; it provided the rationale
and even motives for acting and playwrighting.” Along similar lines, Julia Reinhard
Lupton argues that Shakespeare’s dramas “stage the sacramental marriage, civil
divorce, and dangerous liaisons between politics and religion in the West, probing
the intersection between the founding metaphors of diving sovereignty and mod-
ern forms of social organization based on the economic contracts of individuals.
Shakespeare’s plays, I suggest, are preoccupied by the strange cohabitation of the
saint and the citizen” (Citizen-Saints: Shakespeare and Political Theology [Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2005], 12).

Clifford Ronan, “Antike Roman”: Power Symbology and the Roman Play in Early
Modern England, 1585-1635 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995), 81:
“[TThis theme is not at the heart of most Tudor-Stuart tragedies with Christian
settings, even if Macbeth is a striking exception.” Rather, “most studies of ingrati-
tude—lack of gracious acceptance—are to be found in tragedies with a pagan set-
ting: in other words, beyond the customary sphere of gratin.” Though “Roman
dramas constitute 30 percent of Shakespeare’s ocuvre . . . concordances suggest
that these five plays and Timon contain fully 60 percent of the dramatist’s four
dozen uses of words like ingrate, ungrateful, and ingratitude” Ronan concludes
that “Shakespeare and his fellow dramatists seem to have viewed the Ancient
world, particularly Rome, as stained with a cruel pride—self-interested, ungener-
ous, contentious, murderous. In fact, the Renaissance as a whole makes more of
Roman ingratitude than Antiquity did” (emphasis in original). The importance
of ingratitude in Coriolanus has been recognized at least since Dunn, Concept
of Ingratitude, 31-32. See also Clifford Chalmers Huffman’s Coriolanus in Con-
text (Lewisburg, Pa.: Bucknell, 1971), 207-11. Peter F. Neumeyer, “Ingratitude Is
Monstrous: An Approach to Coriolanus,” College English 26, no. 3 (1964): 192—
98, offers an interpretation of the play very near my own.

Plutarch, Life of Coriolanus, 3.3—4.

Plutarch, Life of Coriolanus, 36.2-3.

Plutarch, Life of Coriolanus, 39.3—4.

In defending Coriolanus’ status as a tragic hero, Brian Vickers is particularly good
at describing how every faction of Rome tries to turn the military hero into a
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puppet who will advance their interests in Vickers, Shakespeare: Coriolanus (Lon-
don: Edward Arnold, 1976), passim. The play has often been read and produced as
a dramatization of political ideology as well, though the particular ideology rep-
resented by the play has varied wildly across the political spectrum. A production
at Drury Lane in 1789 embodied the strongly anti-Jacobin politics of its producer,
John Philip Kemble, idealizing the patrician characters and representing the plebs,
in R. B. Parker’s words, as “clownish, ineffectual dolts.” Nazis produced the play
during the 1930s to expose the evils of democracy and to celebrate Hitler as a
conqueror greater than the Roman Martius (Coriolanus). So powerful was the
play’s resonance with Nazis that it was banned in the first years of Allied occupa-
tion. On the other hand, many productions offer leftish interpretations that high-
light the distasteful pride of Coriolanus and present the tribunes as champions of
democracy. Eastern European productions during the 1930s turned the plebs and
tribunes into heroes and condemned Martius as a tyrant, while Bertolt Brecht’s
unfinished adaptation thoroughly reinvented the story. In Brecht’s version, instead
of being fearful and demoralized by Martius’ attack on Rome, the tribunes orga-
nize the plebs into a defense force so powerful that Martius withdraws of his own
accord. This summary is taken from R. B. Parker’s introduction to the Oxford edi-
tion of The Tragedy of Coriolanus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). Cathy
Shrank offers a fine summary of the political uses of the play: “That interpreta-
tions of Coriolanus have been—almost without exception—politicized is as true
for modern productions and critical appraisals as for seventeenth- and early-cigh-
teenth-century adaptations. Almost every constitutional crisis in post-Restoration
Britain prompted a rewriting of the play. Nahum Tate’s The Ingratitude of a Com-
mon-Wealth (1681) places Coriolanus within the context of the Exclusion Crisis;
John Dennis’s The Invader of His Country (1719) draws explicit parallels between
Martius and James Stuart, the Old Pretender, evoking Stuart’s failed attempts to
invade England in 1708 and 1715; and James Thomson’s Coriolanus (1749) aligns
Martius with Charles Stuart, the Young Pretender, in the wake of the Second
Jacobite Rebellion in 1745. The play has similarly reflected the political upheavals
of twentieth-century Europe: in the Mussolini-like death of Laurence Olivier’s
Martius at Stratford in 1959, or in the English Shakespeare Company’s production
of 1990, directed by Michael Bogdanov, set against the collapse of Communism
in Eastern Europe” (“Civility and the City in Coriolanus,” Shakespeare Quarterly
54, no. 4 [2003]: 4006). Left and right seem to have equal claim to the play. It is
not difficult to turn the play into a critique of aristocratic elitism: “What’s the
matter, you dissentious rogues, / That, rubbing the poor itch of your opinion, /
make yourselves scabs?” are Coriolanus’ first words in the play, and set the tone for
his other speeches to the plebs. He condemns them as cowardly hares and geese;
at his banishment, he dismisses them as a “common cry of curs”; and he often
complains of their body odor and bad breath. His politics are profoundly anti-
democratic. He wonders at the “double worship” of Rome’s famously mixed politi-
cal system, a political system in which “gentry, title, wisdom / Cannot conclude
but by the yea and no / Of general ignorance” (2.1.144-46). Could Shakespeare
have expected his groundlings to warm to such a tragic hero, or to be moved to
pity and fear by his death? On the other hand, it is difficult not to feel the force of
Martius’ opinions. Is it not in fact better for the wise and informed to make politi-
cal decisions than to subject them to the veto power of the ignorant and apathetic?
Furthermore, Shakespeare does not go out of his way to make the people of Rome
sympathetic (a point made with particular force by Vickers, Shakespeare, 16-17).
They do not know what is good for them, repeatedly demonstrating the truth of
Coriolanus’ assessment. They gleefully banish their Hector, not stopping for a
moment to ask what it will cost them. The tribunes cynically manipulate the plebs
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as much as they do Coriolanus himself, and are as dictatorial and contemptuous of
the people in their own way as Coriolanus is.

John M. Wallace makes a similar point when he examines the connections between
Coriolanus and Seneca’s De beneficiis in “The Senecan Context of Coriolanus,”
Modern Philology 90, no. 4 (1993): 465-78. On the uses of analogy, and particu-
larly the analogy of the human body, in Renaissance political thought, see James
Emerson Phillips, The State in Shakespeare’s Greek and Roman Plays (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1940), chap. 4.

Wallace speaks of the “ironies and contradictions” and “meaninglessness” (“Sen-
ecan Context,” 467), yet however falsified by the play, the tale itself is a standard
bit of early modern social theory and was probably meant to be a model of social
life.

Shakespeare’s Roman plays are all overshadowed by an ideal of unified political
order, and in each case Rome fails to live up to its ideal. Rome is always double
Rome, though the doubling of Rome differs from play to play. In Julius Caesar,
Rome is initially divided between the remaining adherents to Pompey and the
plebs who celebrate Caesar (1.1). The division of Rome in Coriolanusis institution-
alized by the distinction between the Senate and the tribunate, who represent the
plebs. For a general treatment of the unnerving underbelly of Menenius’ parable,
see Roy W. Battenhouse, Shakespearean Tragedy: Its Art and Its Christian Premises
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1969), 341-55.

Zvi Jagendorf provides a helpful catalogue: “legs, arms, tongues, scabs, scratches,
wounds, mouths, teeth, voices, bellies, and toes” (“Coriolanus: Body Politic and
Private Parts,” Shakespeare Quarterly 41, no. 4 [1990]: 458).

This is sometimes supported by a punning theoretical riff on the word “kind”:
those who refuse to receive or return kindness prove that they are of a different
kind /genus, monsters in human shape rather than humans. Besides the obvious
words for gratitude used by Shakespeare, “kindness” and “unkindness” were often
used as synonyms of “gratitude” and “ingratitude,” respectively, and “churl” also
carries the specific connotation of “ingrate,” with the additional suggestion that
the ingrate is a non-noble person, whatever the person’s actual social status (Dunn,
Concept of Ingratitude, 13, 86-91). Sce also “unkind” in The Oxford English Dic-
tionary (Oxford: Clarendon, 1933), 11:249, and “churl” and “churlish” in the
same dictionary (2:409-10).

Brother Anthony of Taize, “Shakespeare’s Monsters of Ingratitude,” Shake-
speave Review (Seoul) (1990): 1-10, available at www.ccsun7.sogang.ac
.kr/~anthony/Ingrate.htm (accessed February 26, 2013).

The ingratitude of the people is manifest both on the battlefield and within the
walls of the city, for in both settings they abandon Martius to fight it out for him-
self. See E. A. M. Colman, “The End of Coriolanus,” ELH 34, no. 1 (1967): 1-20,
10.

Brother Anthony of Taize, “Shakespeare’s Monsters of Ingratitude.” Also, Terence
Eagleton, Shakespeare and Society: Critical Studies in Elizabethan Drama (New
York: Schocken, 1967), 99-104, on the self-defeating or self-consuming character
of Rome.

See Stanley Cavell, Disowning Knowledge in Six Plays of Shakespeare (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 150-51.

This is the way that Seneca read the story of Coriolanus, and there is reason to think
that Shakespeare was familiar with Seneca’s treatise: “Coriolanus was ungrateful,
and became dutiful late, and after repenting of his crime; he did indeed lay down
his arms, but only in the midst of his unnatural warfare” (De beneficiis, 5.16).
Eagleton, Shakespeare and Society, 104, makes a similar point in regard to Martius’
reluctance to seek the voices of the plebs: “Coriolanus . . . envisions no reciprocity:
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he sees this mutual relationship of plebeians and patricians as circular, destructive,
self-defeating.” Eagleton compares him to Achilles, seeking “self-creation without
reference to society” and rejecting any “need for social verification.”

Coriolanus, 23-24.

Like all heroes, Martius is caught in a fundamental dilemma: his status as hero is
a matter of reputation, and thus depends entirely on the approval of his fellows,
yet in the agonistic setting of an honor-shame ethic he is striving to rise above his
fellows. Martius attempts to struggle free of the dilemma by refusing the plaudits
of his commanding officer, but is resentfully aware that he depends on them for his
fame.

Wallace, “Senecan Context,” 476 n. 15, quoting from Joshua Scodel. The same
point is developed at greater length in Battenhouse, Shakespearean Tragedy, 362—
74, and even more thoroughly and precisely by Carson Holloway, “Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus and Aristotle’s Megalopsyuchos,” unpublished paper provided by the
author.

Here, and at several other points, Shakespeare has modified Plutarch to emphasize
the hero’s isolation. As Jagendorf points out, he thinks of himself not as a limb or
organ of Rome but as a whole, isolated body to himself, and it is fitting that he is
named after the city that he conquered: “La ville ¢’est moi” (Jagendorf, “Coriola-
nus: Body Politic,” 462-63).

Terry Eagleton describes Coriolanus as “perhaps Shakespeare’s most developed
study of a bourgeois individualist,” one of those modern “new men” with preten-
sions to self-creation, who “prefigures the time—not far off from Shakespeare’s
England—when a whole society would fall prey to the ideology of self-authorship,
when all individuals will be only begetters of themselves, private entreprencurs of
their bodies and sole proprictors of a labour force” (William Shakespeare [Oxford:
Blackwell, 1986], 73-74).

Eagleton suggests that Coriolanus refuses to be “object” in relation to Rome,
insisting instead on remaining “subject.” Coriolanus thus joins Timon of Athens
(and, of course, Caliban) as one of Shakespeare’s great depictions of man in a state
of nature. It is noteworthy that Coriolanus and Timon at least enter the state of
nature by renouncing political society. Isolation is not an originary state, but a
corrupted state. And it seems quite clear that, for all his suspicion of the abuse of
authority and law, and for all his proto-Freudian sense of the pathologies of civi-
lized life, Shakespeare was convinced of the classical and medieval axiom that man
is a social and political animal.

Marjorie Garber puts the matter well: “More than almost any other Shakespear-
ean hero, he aims at a status that is less like that of a man and more like that of a
dragon, a god, or a machine—someone or something, in other words, that does
not feel. . . . [T]o be human is to suffer, and that to be aloof from suffering is to
turn one’s back on humanity, and to be merely a thing, a tin god” (Shakespeare
After All [New York: Anchor Books, 2005]).

So Menenius: “This Volumnia / Is worth of consuls, senators, patricians, / A city
full; of tribunes, such as you, / A sea and land full” (5.4.53-55).

Eagleton is thus mistaken to say that Coriolanus “is basically no more a Roman
than Aufidius is a Volscian” and that he renounces Romanness as soon as it con-
flicts with his self-definition (Shakespeare and Society, 112). Eagleton accurately
describes Coriolanus’ aim, but his capitulation to Volumnia shows that he can-
not achieve it. This is the tragic horror of his self-discovery, that he is intractably
Roman after all. Clifford Chalmers Huffman is on the mark in saying that Martius’
decision to abandon his revenge “reflects his alliance with traditional values that
deny total freedom to man’s will” (Huffman, Coriolanus in Context, 215).

Cavell, Disowning Knowledge.
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Wallace, who has written the most complete essay on political gratitude in Cori-
olanus, is more pessimistic than Shakespeare about the possibility of a political
and social order rooted in gratitude. Harold Goddard has it right: The parable
of Menenius is “the Pauline doctrine that we are all members one of another,”
and “Coriolanusis a poetic demonstration of this truth, and its hero, with all his
virtues, made, by his own confession, the capital mistake of trying to live ‘As if'a
man were author of himself / and knew no other kin.”” Being an individual is thus
“not enough to be one’s selt,” and Martius’ melting before his mother, wife, and
son means that “for the first time he lets his various ‘parts’ become members one
of another and becomes himself something like the complete man he never was
on the battlefield for all his valor. The dragon reverts to the butterfly” (Goddard,
The Meaning of Shakespeare, 2 vols. [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951],
2:233-34).

CHAPTER 6

1

(921

The phrase is from Marin Terpstra, “Social Gifts and the Gift of Sociality: Some
Thoughts on Mauss’ The Gift and Hobbes’ Leviathan,” in Vandevelde, Gifts and
Interests, 191-208, 202.

On the medieval roots, see Francis Oakley, The Medieval Experience: Foundations
of Western Cultural Singularity (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988);
Brian Tierney, The Iden of Natural Rights: Studies of Natural Rights, Natural Law,
and Church Law 1150-1625 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997). Older histories of
political theory acknowledge the medieval precedents: Otto von Gierke, Develop-
ment of Political Theory (New York: H. Fertig, 1966); Gierke, Political Theories of
the Middle Age, trans. Frederick William Maitland (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1987); J. N. Figgis, Political Thought from Gerson to Grotius, 1414—
1625 (n.c.: Forgotten Books, 2012). Relevant texts are found in Oliver O’Donovan
and Joan Lockwood O’Donovan, eds., From Irenacus to Grotius: A Sourcebook in
Christian Political Thought (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999).

Bellarmine, De laicis, V. On Bellarmine, see Gary Glenn, “Natural Rights and
Social Contract in Burke and Bellarmine,” in Frohnen and Grasso, Rethinking
Rights, 58=79. 1 have also been assisted by Glenn’s unpublished paper, “In the
History of Social and Political Contract, Whatever Happened to the Sixteenth
Century?” presented at a panel of the Society of Catholic Social Sciences, a copy of
which was provided to me by the author.

De lnicis, V1.

Hooker, Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, 1.10.1.

Sheldon Wolin, Politics and Vision, expanded ed. (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2004), 219. Hobbes did not, however, endorse the experimental scientific
endeavors of scientists like Boyle, since he thought such laboratory study of par-
ticulars could never rise to the level of natural philosophy. On Hobbes’ opposi-
tion to Boyle, see Steven Shapin, The Scientific Revolution (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1996), 110-11, as well as, far more expansively, Steven Shapin and
Simon Schafter, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental
Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011).

Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis, trans. Elsa
M. Sinclair (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1952), 137-38. On the inherent
“impurity” of scientific endeavor, see Steven Shapin, Never Pure (Baltimore, Md.:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010). I leave Shapin’s Puritan-style subtitle to
the reader to discover.

Strauss, Political Philosophy, 139—41. Strauss argues that Hobbes was flatly wrong
in his assessment of the two ancient philosophers: “[I|n truth, it is precisely Plato
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who originally ‘takes refuge’ in speech, and Aristotle was in so far only his disciple
and successor. . . . Plato, much more than Aristotle, orientates himself by speech”
(141).

The term is from Keith Thomas, “The Social Origins of Hobbes’s Political
Thought,” in Brown, Hobbes Studies, 189. This entire paragraph is indebted to
Thomas’ article.

Thomas, “Social Origins,” 199.

Quoted in Thomas, “Social Origins,” 202—-3. Thomas points out that “in the
seventeenth century ‘generous’ retains its original meaning of being well-born,
noble, having a good lineage. According to the dictionaries of the period ‘gen-
erosity” means ‘gentlemanlike courage,” or ‘noblenesse of minde, or of bloud.” It
can even be regarded as synonymous with ‘gentility,” meaning, ‘gentry, nobilitie,
gentlemanship’” (204). Laurie Bagby (Thomas Hobbes: Turning Point for Honor
[Lanham, Md.: Lexington Books, 2009]) is right in saying that Hobbes looks
for a source of political obligation other than honor, that he substitutes fear, and
that he is uncertain about the virtue of fortitude. In the state of nature, honor
runs aground. Still, Hobbes has more of a foot in traditional society than is often
suggested.

Hobbes, Elements of Law, 1.9.21.

Hobbes, Leviathan, chap. 14.

Leviathan, chap. 13.

This summary is dependent on Strauss, Political Philosophy, 13-29.

Leviathan, chap. 28.

Leviathan, chap. 14.

Leviathan, chap. 15.

Leviathan, chap. 14.

The role of gratitude in Hobbes’ thought has been strangely neglected. It has
become standard procedure to name only the first three of Hobbes’ laws of
nature (John Hallowell, Main Currents in Modern Political Thought [1950; repr.,
Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1984], 75: “there are three princi-
pal laws of nature”) or to rapidly rattle off the laws of nature and move on to
the question of sovercignty, as if the laws of nature no longer played a role in
Hobbes” model of civil order. Feminist political theorists have begun to focus
attention on gratitude as a political concern; see Nancy J. Hirschmann, “Gor-
don Schochet on Hobbes, Gratitude, and Women,” available online at www
rci.rutgers.edu/~schochet/Hirschmann_Schochet-to-Me.pdf and republished in
a revised form in Hirschmann and Joanne H. Wright, eds., Feminist Interpre-
tations of Thomas Hobbes (University Park: Penn State University Press, 2013),
125-45. Caleb Goltz and Joan C. Tronto trace this neglect to the influential
interpretation of Ferdinand Tonnies, who fits Hobbes into his own paradigm con-
trasting Gemeinschaft (community, traditional society) with Gesellschaft (society,
individualistic and modern). In Tonnies’ view, Hobbes’ description of the state
of nature fails as a description of “the antagonistic character of this unleashed
modern society.” Hobbes was wrong to believe that Gemeinschaft had disappeared
entirely, but otherwise he agreed that Hobbes was a theorist of modern individu-
alistic Gesellschaft. For Tonnies, gratitude had its place in family life and in the
quasi-kin relations of neighborhoods and small villages, but was absent from the
mechanized politics of modernity. On this, see Goltz and Tronto, “Politics and
Gratitude: Rediscovering Hobbes’s Fourth Law of Nature,” an unpublished paper
kindly provided to me by Joan Tronto. Tonnies’ work has been published in Eng-
lish translation as Community and Society, trans. Charles P. Loomis (Minecola,
N.Y.: Dover, 2011). The foregoing quotation is from Tonnies, Hobbes Der Mann
und der Denken, quoted in Goltz and Tronto. For a Tonnies-influenced treatment
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of Hobbes, see, for instance, C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive
Individualism (Oxford: Clarendon, 1962).

Leviathan, chap. 14.

On the assumption that men are naturally unencumbered, equal, and free, “[fJavours
no longer produce, and gratitude obligations no longer perpetuate, any relations of
recognition. They merely limit the freedom of the will and the scope for personal
interest: in short, they call forth illegitimate dependence that is damaging to the
subject’s self-esteem” (Berking, Sociology of Giving, 125).

Leviathan, chap. 11.

Leviathan, chap. 15. This is not an isolated comment. In Elements of Law (90),
Hobbes writes, “It happeneth many times that a man benefitteth or contributeth
to the power of another, without any covenant, but only upon confidence and
trust of obtaining the grace and favour of that other, whereby he may procure a
greater, or no less benefit or assistance to himself. For by necessity of nature every
man doth in all his voluntary actions intend some good unto himself. In this case
it is a law of nature, That no man suffer him, that thus trusteth to his charity, or good
affection towards him, to be in the worse estate for his trusting. For if he shall so do,
men will not dare to confer mutually to each other’s defence, nor put themselves
into each other’s mercy upon any terms whatsoever; but rather abide the utmost
and worst event of hostility; by which generall diffidence, men will not only be
enforced to war, but also afraid to come so much within the danger of one another,
as to make any overture of peace. But this is to be understood of those only, that
confer their benefits (as I have said) upon trust only, and not for triumph or osten-
tation. For as when they do it upon trust, the end they amed at, namely to be well
used, is their reward; so also when they do it for ostentation, they have the reward
in themselves. But seeing in this case there passeth no covenant, the breach of this
law of nature is not to be called injury; it hath another name (viz.) INGRATITUDE.”
Later in the same treatise (Elements of Law, 100), he offers biblical justification
for gratitude: “men ought to be grateful, where no covenant passeth, Deut. 25, 4:
Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn, which St. Paul (I Cor. 9, 9)
interpreteth not of oxen, but of men.” In De cive (3.29), he links gratitude with the
second great commandment to love our neighbor as ourselves: “because they who
love God cannot but desire to obey the divine Law, ingratiand they who love their
Neighbours cannot be desire to obey the morall Law, which consists as hath beene
shewed above in the 3. Chapter, in the prohibition of Pride, ingratitude, contu-
mely, inbhumanity, cruelty, injury, and the like offences, whereby our Neighbours
are prejudic’t, therefore also Love or charity are quivalent to Obedience.” See also
De cive, 3.8 (gratitude as the “third” law of nature); 4.6 (again providing scriptural
proof).

See chapter 26, where it is listed with equity and justice among the laws of nature,
and chapter 42, where gratitude is the motive for the church’s support of its
ministers.

See Hirschmann, “Gordon Schochet on Hobbes,” 141-43; also Gordon J. Scho-
chet, “Thomas Hobbes on the Family and the State of Nature,” Political Science
Quarterly 82, no. 3 (1967): 427-45, esp. 444. Hobbes also sees gratitude as a con-
tinuing obligation for children even after they are free from their parents’ direct
authority (Leviathan, chap. 30). See in slight contrast Nathan Tarcov, Locke’s Edu-
cation for Liberty (Lanham, Md.: Lexington Books, 1999), 38, who rightly says
that Hobbes does not base a father’s authority “simply on gratitude” but fails to see
how gratitude functions as a support for a form of consent.

David Boonin-Vail, Thomas Hobbes and the Science of Moral Virtue (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), 185, quoted by Goltz and Tronto, “Politics
and Gratitude,” 7.
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Goltz and Tronto, “Politics and Gratitude,” 6. “Grease” is their term. They argue
that Hobbes overcomes the “dyadic” character of traditional notions of gratitude
in favor of a “pay-it-forward” model. On this account, Hobbes is in this respect
closer to Paul than Cicero.

Norberto Bobbio, Thomas Hobbes and the Natural Law Tradition, trans. Daniela
Gobetti (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 45-46.

Bobbio, Thomas Hobbes, 46.

Mary Dietz writes, “Gratitude is second only to justice in Hobbes’s articulation
of the code of conduct that is the means toward peace. A grateful citizenry is
one where ‘benevolence or trust’ as well as ‘mutuall help’ can take root; for if
givers enjoy the gratitude of receivers, they will be inclined to proffer assistance
again on future occasions . . . [Gratitude] is literally the reward that inclines the
giver to keep on giving. Mutuality and reconciliation of one man to another is the
result. Hobbes made gratitude a civic virtue because it is the quality that keeps men
disposed toward human reciprocity; it is the linchpin that sustains the contract”
(Dietz, “Hobbes’s Subject as Citizen,” in Dietz, Thomas Hobbes and Political The-
o7y, 105, quoted in Goltz and Tronto, “Politics and Gratitude,” 7-8).

Here I follow Howard Warrender, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: His Theory of
Obligation (Oxford: Clarendon, 1957). See also the exchange between Warrender
and John Plamenatz in Brown, Hobbes Studies, 73-100.

Warrender, Political Philosophy, 236. As Warrender puts it, “[ T]he person con-
cerned will be obliged . . . to act in such a way that his protector [the civil sover-
cign] could not reasonably wish that he had never protected or spared him” (51).
More generally, he insists that for Hobbes the laws of nature are not shed off when
human beings enter civil society: “These laws of nature are regarded by Hobbes as
constituting obligations for man both in the State of nature and civil society” (52).
Hobbes, De cive, 14.12.

Warrender says, “[W]here he is forced to supplement the principle of covenant, all
the additional principles employed by him are covered by his account of the laws of
nature or the articles of peace.” But if this is true, does Hobbes need the civil cov-
enant at all? Warrender argues that the role of the civil covenant is to specity where
those obligations are to be expressed: “[R]eason cannot indicate which person or
persons we should obey, and the determinate obligation to obey a man or group of
men as sovereign requires an agreement to recognize a particular man or group for
this office. Thus in virtue of the equality of men, an obligation upon one man to
obey the commands of another, always depends upon his covenant” (Political Phi-
losophy, 244). Warrender summarizes, “The political covenant, the device whereby
the sovereign acquires his power, is essentially a means by which the citizen takes
an obligation upon himself to obey the commands of the sovereign. . . . From his
general duty to observe natural law and the valid covenants which he makes under
its provisions, the individual becomes bound by the civil law to which he is con-
tracted, and the power of the sovereign is primarily the reluctance of his subjects to
break natural law.” In all covenants, there are for Hobbes two principles involved:
“that of keeping a promise and that of gratitude for the consideration involved”
(317).

Quoted in Helen Thornton, State of Nature or Eden? Thomas Hobbes and His Con-
temporaries on the Natural Condition of Human Beings (Rochester, N.Y.: Boydell
& Brewer, 2005), 118.

Leviathan, chap. 31. See A. P. Martinich, The Tivo Gods of Leviathan: Thomas
Hobbes on Religion and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
95-96.

Quoted in John Marshall, John Locke: Resistance, Religion and Responsibility
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 159.



272 — notes to pp. 129-133

39

40

41

42
43

45
46
47
48

49

50

51

52
53

62

Keith Wrightson, English Society: 1580-1680 (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers Uni-
versity Press, 2003), 42.

See Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas during the
English Revolution (New York: Penguin, 1991); also Hill, The Century of Revolu-
tion, 1603-1714 (New York: Psychology Press, 2002); Hill, Puritanism and Revo-
Iution (New York: Random House, 2011).

Marshall, John Locke, 161-65. In a brilliant essay on “Individuality and Client-
age in the Formation of Locke’s Social Imagination,” John Dunn describes three
torms of relation evident in Locke’s correspondence: patron-client, familial, and
the egalitarian discussion groups of his friends in Oxford and elsewhere. For all his
skill, he could not have had the illustrious career he eventually had without “the
sustained capacity to display appropriate gratitude” to patrons. Locke distrusted
and resented those on whom he was dependent, but his “intellectual imagination”
was focused particularly on the problems of social dependence (Dunn, Rethink-
ing Modern Political Theory: Essays 1979-1983 [Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985], 13-33).

Quoted in Marshall, Jobn Locke, 164.

Quoted in Marshall, Jobn Locke, 162.

Quoted in Marshall, Jobn Locke, 168.

See Marshall, John Locke, 201-4, for a summary of Putendorf and his influence on
Locke.

Quoted in Marshall, Jobn Locke, 163.

Marshall, John Locke, 172.

See the summary of Nicole’s work and its influence on Locke in Marshall, John
Locke, 178-89.

Locke, First Tract on Government, in Locke: Political Essays, ed. Mark Goldie
(Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought; Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 7.

Locke, Second Treatise, 171. The First and Second Treatises exist in many readily
available editions. The citations here refer to standard paragraph numbers.

Second Treatise, 54. Marshall calls this “an extremely important but shamefully
neglected paragraph of the Second Treatise” (John Locke, 298).

Second Treatise, 55.

Second Treatise, 66.

Quoted in Dunn, Rethinking, 24. The rest of the passage reads, “A dependent
intelligent being is under the power and direction and dominion of him on whom
he depends and must for the ends appointed him by that superior being. If man
were independent, he could have no law but his own will, no end but himself. He
would be a god to himself and the satisfaction of his own will the sole measure and
end of all his actions.”

Second Treatise, 66.

Second Treatise, 69.

Second Treatise, 70.

Second Treatise, 77-94.

Second Treatise, 170.

Locke, First Treatise, 42.

Ivan Kenneally, “Thanksgiving,” New Atlantis, http://www.thenewatlantis
.com/publications/thanksgiving (accessed September 20, 2012) overstates his
case: “Locke’s interpretation of the human person is remarkably abstract and gen-
cerally unencumbered by any real dependence on others. . . . In place of natural
gregariousness and mutual dependence, Locke substitutes self-interested reason
and atomistic independence.”

Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Introduction.
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This point was driven home by discussions with my research assistant, Donny
Linnemeyer. See also John Dunn’s comments earlier.

Second Treatise, 119.

A. John Simmons, Moral Principles and Political Obligations (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1979), 93. Simmons offers a devastating critique of Locke’s idea
of tacit consent on pages 79-100.

The point can be made forcefully by noting the stark contrast between Locke’s
labored efforts to explain the obligations of second-generation and marginal
groups and that offered by Locke’s friend, the “Whig” philosopher James Tyrrell,
with whom Locke lived for a time when he was writing his two treatises. Sojourn-
ers “may well be lookt upon as under an higher Obligation in Conscience and
in Gratitude to his Government, than Strangers of another Contry, who onely
staying here for a time to pursue their own Occasions and having no Right to
the same privileges and advantages of the Commonwealth do onely owe a passive
obedience to its laws” (quoted in Melissa A. Butler, “Early Liberal Roots of Femi-
nism: John Locke’s Attack on Patriarchy,” in Feminist Interpretations of John Locke,
ed. Nancy J. Hirschmann and Kirstic M. McClure [University Park: Penn State
University Press, 2007], 101). Tyrrell, who is close here to Locke’s arch-nemesis
Robert Filmer, links gratitude with political obligation in a way that Locke never
does. The question of gratitude as a basis for political obligation has been revived
recently. A. D. M. Walker, “Political Obligation and the Argument from Grati-
tude,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 17, no. 3 (1988): 191-211; Walker, “Obli-
gations of Gratitude and Political Obligation,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 18,
no. 4 (1989): 359-64. For crucial views, see George Klosko, “Four Arguments
Against Political Obligations from Gratitude,” Public Affuirs Quarterly 5, no. 1
(1991): 33—48, and Simmons, Moral Principles, 157-90.

With Shaftesbury, Mandeville, Hutcheson, and Hobbes, Locke is on Smith’s list
of “some late philosophers in England, who have begun to put the science of man
on a new footing.” Quoted in Ian Simpson Ross, The Life of Adam Smith (Oxtord:
Oxford University Press, 2010).

One of the gaps in the foregoing chapters is a consideration of the history of Chris-
tian views of usury, which is bound up with views of friendship, gratitude, and
gifts. Protestant theologians loosened medieval restrictions on usury, and in the
seventeenth century political theories of privatization confined charity loans to
the private realm. This was already an achieved reality by the time Smith wrote,
an important aspect of the construction of modern economic order. For the his-
tory, see Benjamin Nelson, The Idea of Usury: From Tribal Brotherhood to Universal
Otherhood, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969); and Bartolome
Clavero, La Grace du don: Anthropologie catholique de Peconomie moderne (Paris:
Albin Michel, 1996). Clavero takes as his starting point a statement from a seven-
teenth-century treatise on price and usury, “Si le gain n’est pas donne immediate-
ment en raison du pret mais par amitie ou reconnaissance, alors il n’y a pas usure,”
and describes the terrain of his work as divided into two series of concepts: “grati-
tude, amitie liberte d’un cote, obligation justice et egalite de 'autre.”

For discussions of Smith’s theory of gratitude, see Vernon L. Smith, “The Two
Faces of Adam Smith,” Southern Economic Jowrnal 65, no. 1 (1998): 1-19; Jon
Elster, “Two for One? Reciprocity in Seneca and Adam Smith,” Adam Swmith
Review 6 (2012): 152-71; Estrella Trincado, “Adam’s Smith’s Criticism of the
Doctrine of Utility: A Theory of the Creative Present,” in Montes, New Voices on
Adam Smith, 313-27, which ties Smith’s ideas on gratitude to his views of time.
For a treatment of gratitude and disinterestedness prior to Smith, see Pierre Force,
Self-Interest before Adam Smith: A Genealogy of Economic Science (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003).
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Dunn, Rethinking, 196 n. 59. On the Scottish Enlightenment generally, see Ger-
trude Himmelfarb, The Roads to Modernity: The British, French, and American
Enlightenments (New York: Knopf, 2004), chaps. 1-2. On Smith and Hume, see
Glenn Morrow, “The Significance of the Doctrine of Sympathy in Hume and Adam
Smith,” Philosophical Review 32, no. 1 (1923): 60-78. A few passages from Scot-
tish writers on gratitude illustrate Dunn’s point. In A Treatise on Human Nature
(1739-40, 3.2.5), David Hume argues that it is best to do “but few actions for
the advantage of others, from disinterested views” because “we are naturally very
limited in our kindness and affection” and “because we cannot depend upon their
gratitude.” In An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751, 3.1), Hume
imagines a prelapsarian world in which there would be no need for deed or written
contract because everyone would be prompted “by the strongest inclination” to
seek everyone else’s happiness. Gratitude is among the private duties of “probity
or justice,” according to Adam Ferguson in his 1786 Institutes of Moral Philosophy
(5.2). It is a duty particularly incumbent on children. Gratitude, writes Ferguson,
is “return made for favours received.” Such returns cannot be calculated by any
“precise measure,” nor are they extracted by force. In fact, what counts is more the
“intention of the benefactor” than the value of the benefit received. Ingratitude is
offered as an excuse for “neglecting good offices,” but that is flimsy: “it is the busi-
ness of a man to perform his own part, not to answer for the returns which others
may, or may not, be disposed to make.” All this could have come from Seneca, or
Thomas. More broadly, Ferguson raises the problem of dependence early in the
treatise in an examination of “disparity and rank” (1.10). For his part, John Mil-
lar wrote an entire treatise cataloging his Observations Concerning the Distinction
of Ranks in Society (1771), in which he argues that gratitude is the source of filial
affection.

Smith, Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1.1.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1.2.3.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1.2.5.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 1.1.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 3.2. On this basis, Smith argues that merit and demerit
must be defined and explored on the basis of the underlying sentiments of grati-
tude and its opposite, resentment. Smith defines merit as “deserving reward” and
demerit as “deserving punishment,” but when he expands on those definitions he
does so in terms of sentiments roused by actions: “[T hat action must appear to
deserve reward, which appears to be the proper and approved object of that senti-
ment, which most immediately and directly prompts us to reward, or to do good to
another. And in the same manner, that action must appear to deserve punishment,
which appears to be the proper and approved object of that sentiment which most
immediately and directly prompts us to punish, or to inflict evil upon another. The
sentiment which most immediately and directly prompts us to reward, is gratitude;
that which most immediately and directly prompts us to punish, is resentment”
(Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.1).

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.3.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.3.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.3.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.2.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.3.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.4.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.1.5.
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Walter Nord, “Adam Smith and Contemporary Social Exchange Theory,” Ameri-
can Journal and Economics and Sociology 32, no. 4 (1973): 421-36, 429.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.2.1.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 3.4: “A benefactor thinks himself but ill requited, if
the person upon whom he has bestowed his good offices, repays them merely from
a cold sense of duty, and without any aftection to his person. A husband is dissatis-
fied with the most obedient wife, when he imagines her conduct is animated by
no other principle besides her regard to what the relation she stands in requires.
Though a son should fail in none of the offices of filial duty, yet if he wants that
affectionate reverence which it so well becomes him to feel, the parent may justly
complain of his indifference. Nor could a son be quite satisfied with a parent who,
though he performed all the duties of his situation, had nothing of that fatherly
fondness which might have been expected from him. With regard to all such
benevolent and social affections, it is agreeable to see the sense of duty employed
rather to restrain than to enliven them, rather to hinder us from doing too much,
than to prompt us to do what we ought. It gives us pleasure to see a father obliged
to check his own fondness, a friend obliged to set bounds to his natural generosity,
a person who has received a benefit, obliged to restrain the too sanguine gratitude
of his own temper.”

On the distinction of gratitude and justice, see Fonna Forman-Barzilai, “ ‘Smith
on Connexion,” Culture, and Judgment,” in Montes, New Voices on Adam Smith,
101-2.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.2.1. Some have argued that Wealth of Nations is a
specific application of Smith’s moral theory in the realm of economics. I find much
more persuasive Vernon Smith’s reconciliation of Smith’s “two faces”: Smith’s
insight was to see that “humans are simultancously other-regarding and self-
regarding,” and these two aspects are reconciled when we distinguish “between
personal and impersonal exchange” (Smith, “Two Faces,” 16-17). Where I find
Smith suspect is in his acceptance of Adam Smith’s claim that “the propensity to
truck, barter, and exchange” is universally human.

“If your benefactor attended you in your sickness, ought you to attend him in
his? or can you fulfill the obligation of gratitude, by making a return of a difter-
ent kind? If you ought to attend him, how long ought you to attend him? The
same time which he attended you, or longer, and how much longer? If your friend
lent you money in your distress, ought you to lend him money in his>? How much
ought you to lend him? When ought you to lend him? Now, or to-morrow, or next
month? And for how long a time? It is evident, that no general rule can be laid
down, by which a precise answer can, in all cases, be given to any of these ques-
tions” (Theory of Moral Sentiments, 3.4).

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 3.4.

Smith does allow for a degree of state promotion of benevolence: “The laws of all
civilized nations oblige parents to maintain their children, and children to main-
tain their parents, impose upon men many other duties of beneficence,” and it is
right for laws to “command mutual good offices to a certain degree” (Theory of
Moral Sentiments, 2.2.1). See James E. Alvey, “Adam Smith’s Higher Vision of
Capitalism,” Journal of Economic Issues 32, no. 2 (1998): 441-48. It is also clear
that he believes that a moral life includes both justice and benevolence (see Donald
J. Devine, “Adam Smith and the Problem of Justice in Capitalist Society,” Journal
of Legal Studies 6, no. 2 [1977]: 399-409). Yet in his social and economic theory,
he keeps them apart, separated into the two realms of public justice and private
benevolence.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.2.3.

Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.2.3.
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Theory of Moral Sentiments, 2.2.3.

Not surprisingly, as we will see in the next chapter, gratitude becomes the province
of novelists of romance and social realism.

See David Cheal, The Gift Economy (London: Routledge, 1988), who elaborates
the obvious fact that gift giving is big capitalist business.

See Joseph Anthony Amato, Guilt and Gratitude: A Study of the Origins of Con-
temporary Conscience (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1989), passim; Bene-
dict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism, 2nd ed. (New York: Verso, 2006). Amato recounts the Soviet and
Nazi manipulations of gratitude. On the former, see Brooks, Thank You, Comrade
Stalin!.

Ilana Krausman Ben-Amos has shown that patronage was on the rise in the very
century when Locke was attempting to expunge it from the foundation of political
order, and also demonstrates that networks of kin and friends were economically
and politically significant. Informal networks were increasingly distinguished from
the formal institutions of markets and parliaments, especially in the discourse of
the time (Ben-Amos, Culture of Giving, 9, 70-78). Locke’s theory imagined a
society that did not exist, and perhaps has never existed.

The fantastic, fabulous character of liberal theory is inherent, I think, in the
notion of a prepolitical state of nature. If men once existed in natural conditions
and then consented to form a sovereign to overawe them, or ceded rights for the
protection of property, they must already have had a common language, which
means they must already have formed a community. We acquire a common lan-
guage by common descent, or education, or interaction with speakers of another
language. If natural man did not acquire his common language in that fashion,
it is not clear that he was human as we know humans. The fantastic character
becomes even more overt in later liberal theory, such as that of Rawls. The most
cogent rejoinder to this charge is Augustine’s: “Both “civil’ and ‘fabulous’ theolo-
gies are alike fabulous and civil” (Augustine, De civitate Dei, 6.9). Liberal theory
will flourish only if it acknowledges its mythical basis, and, on good liberal prem-
ises, competes with other mythologies to persuade citizens concerning its vision of
the good society.

CHAPTER 7

1

2

Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice (1813; repr., New York: Norton, 1966), Part 3,
chap. 2. Gratitude is frequently a stage toward love in Austen’s work.

Allan Silver, “Friendship and Trust as Moral ideals: An Historical Approach,”
European Journal of Sociology 30, no. 2 (1989): 274-97, 290.

Jonathan Parry, “The Gift, the Indian Gift, and the ‘Indian Gift,” Man 21, no. 3
(1986): 453-73.

See, e.g., Maaja Stewart, “Ingratitude in ‘Tom Jones,’” Journal of English and
Germanic Philology 89, no. 4 (1990): 512-32, and the discussion of gratitude
and ingratitude in the novels of Robert Challe and Marivaux in Patrick Cole-
man, Anger, Gratitude, and the Enlightenment Writer (Oxftord: Oxford University
Press, 2011), chaps. 2—3. Helmuch Berking makes the point very well: “Gratitude
is a modern feeling, a quite recent mode in the history of civilization which is due
to the gradual disencumbrance from obligations to be grateful. . . . [G]ratitude
as a feeling and expression of ‘pure’ appreciation can arise only insofar as obliga-
tions to be grateful have been dispelled or transferred to other, partly more effec-
tive, modes of social control” (Sociology of Giving, 24). Berking acknowledges, of
course, that gratitude was expressed in other forms in premodern cultures; but it is
isolated as an emotion only under conditions of modernity. Alternatively, gift and
gratitude were the province of Romantics, who appealed to earlier pastoral forms
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of social order as a countermodel to industrial capitalism. For a careful exploration
of gratitude as an emotion, see Visser, Gift of Thanks, chaps. 19-21.

On the place of the carthquake and other disasters in the development of modern
Western thought, see Susan Neiman, Evil in Modern Thought: An Alternative His-
tory of Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), esp. 131-38 on
Voltaire.

Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France (New York: Macmillan,
1890), 107-8.

Edmund Burke, “Letter to a Noble Lord,” available at www.ourcivilisation
.com/smartboard /shop/burkee/tolord /index.htm. Burke’s nemeses included
Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Paine. Jefferson remarked that the dead have no
rights since they are nothing, and Paine insisted in Rights of Man that he was
defending the rights of the living against the attempted usurpations of the dead
(quoted in Allain Finkielkraut, L’Ingratitude: Conversation sur notre temps [Mon-
treal: Quebec Amerique, 1999], 135). Burke defended the British social order
of benefit and reciprocity as well as the conventions of the British constitution.
In fact, in his long parliamentary battle concerning the administration of India,
Burke attacked Warren Hastings precisely for undermining the zamindars, whom
Burke regarded as the Indian equivalent of the English gentry. When gifts were
exchanged among Indians on the basis of homage, respect, hereditary connections,
relations between “the protector and protected,” then there was no moral quan-
dary: “[I]t did not look like a submission to man, but in confirmation to the order
of Nature itself.” He continued, “When the Lord is identified with the Vassal, with
the force of a recognized relation. His dignity is their pride.—His wealth is their
opulence.—His entertainments are their Festivals. His funeral rites are the com-
mon consolation. His onerous Visits their Hospitality.—His religious rights and
pilgrimages their own favourite revered cherishd superstition. On his best favour-
able aspects wish that he was a father and protector who had a common concern
with his people.” The Revenue Settlement of 1772, quoted in Harry Liebersohn,
Return of the Gift: European History of a Global Idea (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 18. Ironically, yet, in his speech on the impeachment of
Hasting (1788), Burke castigated the profiteering of Britain’s Indian administra-
tion: “By the vast sums of money acquired by individuals upon this occasion, by
the immense sudden prodigies of fortune, it was discovered that a revolution in
Bengal was a mine much more easily worked and infinitely more productive than
the mines of Potosi and Mexico. It was found that the work was not only very
lucrative, but not at all difficult.” Though Burke views the system of benefits and
gratitude as a basic reality of social life in both England and India, he attacks
the incursion of gift exchange into the British government of India, even though
such exchanges were common in Mughal India. Reacting to the Hastings scandal,
James Mill made Burke’s assumption explicit: “[CJustom, the custom of a country,
where almost everything thing was corrupt, affords but a sorry defense” (quoted in
Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 22). A modern distinction between gifts and brib-
ery was imposed on the Indian situation, where it did not really pertain. What the
Indians regarded as marks of honor and investiture were construed as commercial
transactions. Hastings was eventually acquitted in 1795, but the attacks had their
effect: afterward, the British administration kept careful records of the monetary
value of all gifts oftered.

Descartes, Passions of the Soul, 64. 1 am using the translation of Jonathan Bennett,
available at http://www.carlymoderntexts.com/pdf/descpass.pdf (accessed Octo-
ber 31, 2012). All citations are to the paragraph numbers in Descartes’ treatise.
Passions of the Soul, 193.

Passions of the Soul, 194.



278 — notes to pp. 146-151

11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19

20

21
22

23
24
25
26
27

28

29

30
31
32

Passions of the Soul, 194.

Passions of the Soul, 199.

Passions of the Soul, 195.

Passions of the Soul, 202.

Passions of the Soul, 153.

Passions of the Soul, 203.

Passions of the Soul, 156.

Passions of the Soul, 161.

See John M. Wallace, “John Dryden’s Plays and the Conception of a Heroic Soci-
ety,” in Zagorin, Culture and Politics from Puritanism to the Enlightenment, 118.
Passions of the Soul, 7.

Passions of the Soul, 17.

Jean-Luc Marion states the contrast as follows: Thus, for Augustine, “Self-cer-
tainty thus leads self-consciousness back to the inner consciousness of God, which
is found to be more essential to consciousness than itself. For the si fallor, sum does
not aim at the ego, nor does it come to a half'in the 7es cogitans, seeing as the inte-
rior intimo meo transports it, as a derived image, toward the original exemplar. The
si fallor, sum remains the simply, though first, moment of a path that, in two other
more rich moments (knowing one’s Being and loving it), disappropriates the mind
from itself by the movement of reappropriating it to its original, God. The si fallor,
sum does not assure the mind of having its principle in itself, since it does not grant
it Being in itself nor saying itself by itself (like substance). On the contrary, si fallor
sum forbids the mind to remain in itself, exiled from its truth, in order to send it
back to the infinite original. The mind is retrieved only insofar as it is exceeded.”
By contrast, Descartes wants to show that “by means of the certainty of Being that
thought secures for what from now on becomes an ego” that the I is an immate-
rial substance: “What is at stake, then, is not found simply in the connection of
thought and existence, however certain this connection might be. That the mind
thinks, therefore that it is insofar as it thinks—this belongs to an inference that is
if not banal . . . at least quite commonplace. What is peculiar to Descartes consists,
as he so lucidly indicates, in interpreting the certain and necessary connection of
the cogitatio and existence as establishing a substance, and moreover a substance
that plays the role of first principle” (Marion, On Descartes’ Metaphysical Prism:
The Constitution and Limits of Onto-theo-logy in Cartesian Thought [Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1999], 131-32).

The term “sublimation” comes from Allan Bloom’s introduction to his translation
of Emile.

Rousseau, Emile, or On Education, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books,
1979), 233.

Emaile, 234.

Emile, 264.

As did Diderot: “Gratitude is a burden, and one would happily shake off any bur-
den” (quoted in Berking, Sociology of Giving, 21).

All quotations in this paragraph are from Coleman, Anger, Gratitude, and the
Enlightenment Writer, 155-56. Coleman’s chapter 5, “Rousseau’s Quarrel with
Gratitude,” was essential to my summary of Rousseau’s views on this issue.
Quoted in Ernst Cassirer, The Question of Jean-Jacques Roussean, trans. Peter Gay,
2nd ed. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1989), 42.

The New Heloise, quoted in Cassirer, Question, 43.

First Discourse on the Arts and Sciences, quoted in Cassirer, Question, 45.

Samuel von Pufendort, On the Duty of Man and Citizen According to the Natural
Law, trans. Michael Silverthorne, ed. James Tully (Cambridge Texts in the History
of Political Thought; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 64—65. Like
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Locke, Pufendorf emphasizes the role of gratitude in filial relations, and argues
that the debt of grateful honor remains even when a son has grown to adulthood
and is no longer under his father’s authority” (125-26).

Allan Bloom, introduction to Emile, 7.

Rousseau’s is a misreading, a revealing and significant one. Crusoe plunders the
wrecked ship and acquires all sorts of technical devices that help him survive and
subdue the island.

Emile, 184-85.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, A Discourse upon the Origin and the Foundation of the
Inequality among Mankind, trans. Charles Eliot (New York: Kessington, 2004),
39-40.

On the Origin of Inequality, 35. Pity plays a central role in Rousseau’s educational
program of the sentiments in Emile as well.

On the Origin of Inequality, 49.

On the Origin of Inequality, 52.

On the Origin of Inequality.

See Cassirer, Question.

Emile, 234.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Social Contract (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), 186.
Here I follow the conclusion of Coleman, Anger, Gratitude, and the Enlighten-
ment Writer, 168-75.

Immanuel Kant, Lectures on Ethics, trans. Louis Infield (Indianapolis: Hackett,
1981), 219.

Lectures on Ethics, 88.

Quoted in Helmut Schoeck, Envy: A Theory of Social Behavior (Indianapolis: Lib-
erty Press, 1987), 204.

I have received much help from Michael Waldstein’s “Introduction” to John Paul
11, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body (Boston: Pauline,
2006), 45-63. Sce also the summary of Kant’s views in Schoeck, Envy, 202-6.
Kant’s key text on the distinction between natural “ethical” religion and poten-
tially superstitious “ecclesiastical” religion is Religion within the Bounds of Reason
Alone, ed. and trans. Allen W. Wood and George Di Giovanni (1793; repr., Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). It is in essence German Pietism raised
to the level of ethical theory. On Kant, I have been aided by John Caputo, Phi-
losophy and Theology (Horizons in Theology) (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006), 30-32.
Caputo explains that Kant’s critiques constituted a sort of cartography, a process of
“staking oft the boundaries of the various domains of knowledge, ethics, and art,
setting off their limits, and making sure everyone plays in bounds.” The goal of
the “rigorous border drawing was to isolate pure and value-free knowledge, a pure
ethical command or imperative that had no content beyond its purely rational-
imperative form, and pure art, devoid of cognitive or ethical content.” For Kant,
“God and religion do not have their own island, their own domain or space of play-
ing field; they must build their house of worship on someone else’s property.” God
does not belong to the sphere of knowledge because knowledge comes through
sciences and God doesn’t appear there. Kant doesn’t disbelieve in God. Rather,
he posits a God who is “a kind of common and more or less self-evident datum of
human intelligence, liberated from any particularism, any dogmatic or confessional
theology. This is a God and a theology that anyone with a head on his shoulders
could understand, which is basically the God revealed in the order of nature and
the God who supports the moral order.”

Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Thomas Kingsmill
Abbott (Redford, Va.: A&D Press, 2008), 12.
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51 Groundwork, 39.

52  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Practical Reason, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 28.

53  Waldstein, “Introduction,” 51 (emphasis added).

54  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), sec. 84.

55  Critique of Practical Reason, 74.

56  Recent research has emphasized the importance of this later work for understand-
ing Kant’s treatment of ethics, and of gratitude in particular. See Houston Smit
and Mark Timmons, “The Moral Significance of Gratitude in Kant’s Ethics,”
Southern Journal of Philosophy 49, no. 4 (2011): 295-320; Patricia White, “Grati-
tude, Citizenship and Education,” Studies in Philosophy and Education 18 (1999):
43-52, and the response of Mark E. Jonas, “Gratitude, Ressentiment and Citizen-
ship Education,” Studies in Philosophy and Education 31, no. 1 (2012): 29-46;
Melissa M. Seymour, “Duties of Love and Kant’s Doctrine of Obligatory Ends”
(Ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 2007), esp. chap. 2. For a negative evaluation of
Kant’s treatment of gratitude, based on the complaint that he identifies gratitude
and reciprocity and so makes it virtually impossible for the needy to show proper
gratitude, see Gudrun von Tevenar, “Gratitude, Reciprocity, and Need,” Ameri-
can Philosophical Quarterly 43, no. 1 (2006): 181-88.

57  Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” offer a clear explanation of the
distinction.

58  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 298.

59  Seymour, “Duties of Love.”

60  This is especially emphasized in Seymour, “Duties of Love.”

61  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 303.

62  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 303 n. 17.

63 Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 306.

64  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 307.

65  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 308.

66  Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” put Kant’s point this way: “[W]hat one
owes to one’s benefactor is something that cannot be fully discharged in the
sense of being extinguished—in effect ending any morally significant relationship
between benefactor and beneficiary” (308).

67  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 316.

68  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 313.

69  Quoted in Smit and Timmons, “Moral Significance,” 313 n. 27.

CHAPTER 8

1 Quoted in Michael Harbsmeier, “Gifts and Discoveries: Gift Exchange in Early
Modern Narratives of Exploration and Discovery,” in Algazi, Groebner, and Jus-
sen, Negotiating the Gift, 406.

2 Quoted in Hyde, The Gift, 3.

3 David Graeber, Debt: The First 5000 Years (Brooklyn, N.Y.: Melville House, 2011),
108.

4 Franz Boas described the potlatch as follows: “An Indian who invites all his friends

and neighbors to a great potlatch, and apparently squanders all the accumulated
results of long years of labor, has two things in mind, which we cannot acknowl-
edge as wise and worthy of praise. His first object is to pay his debts. This is done
publicly and with much ceremony, as a matter of record. His second object is to
invest the fruits of his labour so that the greatest benefit will accrue from them
for himself as well as for his children. The recipients of gifts at this festival receive
these as loans, which they utilize in their present undertakings, but after the lapse
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of several years they must repay them with interest to the giver or to his heir. Thus
the potlatch comes to be considered by the Indians as a means of insuring the well-
being of their children if they should be left orphans still young. It is, we might
say, their life insurance” (Boas, A Franz Boas Reader: The Shaping of American
Anthropology, 1883-1911 [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 19891, 106).
Summary from Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 99-103. As the endnotes indicate,
I am heavily reliant on Liebersohn throughout this chapter.

Quoted in Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 114.

Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 115.

Quoted in Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 115-16.

Bronislaw Malinowski, “The Primitive Economics of the Trobriand Islanders,”
Economic Journal 31 (1921): 1-16, a selection reprinted in Jerry D. Moore, Visions
of Culture: An Annotated Reader (Lanham, Md.: Rowman Altamira, 2009), 137-
51. On Malinowski’s work as a whole, see Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 122-38.
Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprise and
Adventure in the Archipelagoes of Melanesinn New Guinen (1922, repr., London:
Routledge, 1978), 19, 62-79.

Malinowski, Argonauts, 176-91.

The term is from Parry, “The Gift,” 454.

Malinowski, Crime and Custom in Savage Society (Patterson, N.J.: Littlefield,
Adams, 1964), 25.

Malinowski, Crime and Custom, 40.

Malinowski, Crime and Custom, 41.

Malinowski, Crime and Custom, 42.

Malinowski, Crime and Custom, 47.

Malinowski, Crime and Custom, 67.

Quoted in Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 117.

Quoted in Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 134-35.

Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies,
trans. W. D. Halls (London: Routledge, 1990), 3; cf. 79.

Mauss, The Gift, 29.

Mauss, The Gift, 38.

Mauss, The Gift, 22-23.

Drawing on Boas and others, Mauss describes the event: “The word potlatch essen-
tially means ‘to feed,” ‘to consume.” These tribes, which are very rich, and live on
the islands, or on the coast, or in the areas between the Rocky Mountains and the
coast, spend the winter in a continual festival of feasts, fairs, and markets, which
also constitute the solemn assembly of the tribe. The tribe is organized by hier-
archical confraternities and secret societies, the latter often being confused with
the former, as with the clans. Everything—clans, marriages, initiations, Shamanist
séances and meetings for the worship of the great gods, the totems or the collec-
tive or individual ancestors of the clan—is woven into an inextricable network of
rites, of total legal and economic services, of assignment to political ranks in the
society of men, in the tribe, and in the confederations of tribes, and even interna-
tionally. Yet what is noteworthy about these tribes is the principle of rivalry and
hostility that prevails in all these practices. They go as far as to fight and kill chiefs
and nobles. Moreover, they even go as far as the purely sumptuary destruction of
wealth that has accumulated in order to out do the rival chief as well as his associ-
ate. . . . It is essentially usurious and sumptuary. It is a struggle between nobles
to establish a hierarchy amongst themselves from which their clan will benefit at a
later date” (The Gift, 6).

Mauss, The Gift, 39. He finds a similar institution among Pacific islanders near New
Guinea: “Another important kind of exchange takes on the form of exhibitions.
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27
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40

Such are the sagali, distributions of food on a grand scale, that are made on several
occasions: at harvest time, at the building of the chief’s hut or the new boats, or
at funeral festivals. These distributions are made to groups that have performed
some service for the chief of his clan: cultivation of the land, the transporting of
the large tree trunks from which boats or beams are carved, and for services ren-
dered at funerals by the members of the dead person’s clan, etc. These distributions
are absolutely equivalent to the Thingit potlatch. Even the themes of combat and
rivalry appear” (30). The obligation to give was one of the important features of all
these cultures’ gift practices: “To refuse to give, to fail to invite, just as to refuse to
accept, is tantamount to declaring war; it is to reject the bond of alliance and com-
monality. 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.
This ownership is expressed and conceived of as a spiritual bond” (13). As many
have observed, the obligation to give and invite is evident in the numerous fairy
tales and myths of the uninvited fairy or goddess who brings horrors because he or
she was excluded. No Trojan War, had Eris been invited to Peleus’ wedding.
Mauss, The Gift, 74.

Mauss, The Gift, 75. The potlatch “is a competition to see who is the richest and
also the most madly extravagant. Everything is based upon the principles of antag-
onism and rivalry” (37). In the kula too, the aim “is to display generosity, freedom,
and autonomous action, as well as greatness” (23).

Mauss, The Gift, 3.

Mauss, The Gift, 13.

Mauss, The Gift, 41.

Mauss, The Gift, 43.

Mauss, The Gift, 20, 42.

See the literature cited and discussed in chapter 4.

Sece the extended discussion of the responses to Mauss in Maurice Godelier, The
Enigma of the Gift (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 10-107.
Sahlins, “The Spirit of the Gift,” chap. 4 of Stone Age Economics (Chicago: Aldine
Transaction, 1974), reprinted in Alan D. Schrift, ed., The Logic of the Gift: Toward
an Ethic of Generosity (New York: Routledge, 1997). The quotation is in Schrift,
Loyic of the Gift, 97.

Sahlins in Schrift, Logic of the Gift, 83.

Sahlins, Stone Age Economics, passim. Claude Lévi-Strauss’ structuralist anthro-
pology owed much to Mauss’ work on gift, but for Lévi-Strauss the notion of a
spiritual dimension to the gift was a mystification. The principle of reciprocity
exists, but it is not a result of a spiritual force in the thing itself. It is a “general
structural principle,” and Lévi-Strauss links the pattern of gift and return to the
exchanges of women in tribal societies (Elementary Structures of Kinship [ Boston:
Beacon, 1971]).

As we have seen earlier, this is a doubtful interpretation of liberalism.

Annectte B. Weiner, Inalienable Possessions: The Paradox of Keeping-While Giving
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992). Godelier likewise emphasizes the
importance of inalienable property, finally linking it to the “sacred” (Enigma,
passim). James Carrier charges that anthropological studies of “the gift” are an
“occidentalization,” a projection from Western thinkers; see Carrier, “Occidental-
ism: The World Turned Upside-Down,” American Ethnologist 19, no. 2 (1992):
195-212. See also C. A. Gregory, Gifts and Commodities (London: Academic
Press, 1982), who examines the “giftization” of Western commodities and the
“commodification” of gifts in Papua New Guinea. Arjun Appadurai more gener-
ally points to the fact that things have a “social life,” and cannot be simply and per-
manently classified as a gift, commodity, possession, tool, adornment, or whatever.
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A single thing can be all of these at different moments in its social history (The
Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986]). Wrapping, for instance, giftizes a thing, but only in soci-
cties where that is an accepted custom.

Raymond Firth, Primitive Polynesian Economy (New York: Norton, 1965), 353:
“There is a scarcity of the means available for satisfying wants, these wants are
arranged on a broad scale of preferences, and on the whole choice is exercised in
a rational manner in deciding how the means to hand shall be disposed of. The
employment of the factors of production is governed by some recognition of the
advantages of the division of labour and specialization in employments according
to differential skill, and economies of scale are also secured in an elementary way in
agriculture, fishing, and other co-operative work. Productive equipment and other
goods are accumulated specifically to engage in further production, so that one
may speak of the employment of capital. . . . [T]here is a system of property rights
which regulate the relations of producers and consumers to resources and to the
things produced.”

Firth, Primitive Polynesian Economy, 355—-61.

Cheal, Gift Economy.

I allude of course to Karl Polanyi’s famous study, The Great Transformation, as
Cheal, Gift Economy, does (5).

Cheal, Gift Economy, 15.

Cheal, Gift Economy, 16.

Cheal, Gift Economy, 19.

Pierre Bourdieu, Algeria 1960: The Disenchantment of the World (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1979), 22.

Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of & Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1977), 60, 95.

See Yunxiang Yan, The Flow of Gifts: Reciprocity and Social Networks in o Chinese
Village (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), 213-14.

Bewate Wagner-Hasel, “Egoistic Exchange and Altruistic Gift: On the Roots of
Marcel Mauss’s Theory of the Gift,” in Algazi, Groebner, and Jussen, Negotiat-
ing the Gift, 144—45. “Altruism” was a coinage of Auguste Comte (1798-1857),
an “ism” derived from his motto, vivre pour altrui. See Comte, System of Positive
Polity (London: Longmans, Green, 1875). From another direction, Adam Fergu-
son, a Scottish heir of Adam Smith and an early ethnologist, found in the primi-
tive tribes of the American Indians some of the signs of older Republican virtue.
Members of Indian tribes were selfless savages, and this was nowhere clearer than
in their disdain for gifts. Ferguson cited a French explorer who observed “that
the nations among whom he traveled to North America, never mentioned acts of
generosity or kindness under the notion of duty.” Giving ended when the gift was
given and after that “the business was finished, and it passed from memory.” A
recipient of a gift might see it as the beginning of a friendship, or might not: there
was no demand attached to the gift (quoted in Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 64).
Marx and Engels likewise celebrated the altruistic communism of primitive tribes.
All this is but the inverted reflection of liberal order, in which reciprocity has been
confined to the market to open space for “linear” gifts.

Mauss cites Bucher explicitly in two footnotes: n. 107 to chapter 3 (The Gift, 151)
and n. 15 to chapter 4 (The Gift, 155).

Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 48.

Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 48.

Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 50-51.

Quoted in Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 56.

In Liebersohn’s words, it is “part of the emancipation of the individual from the
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personal domination that went along with traditional gift giving and the creation of
a private sphere personalized as never before. The gifts for events like engagement
and marriage were not a shriveled remainder of the public gifts of old; rather they
embodied the emergence of a sphere of personal autonomy. Gaul wrote in a spiritual
of a historically informed liberalism that appreciated the traditional importance of
the gift, even as it affirmed the changing definition of the gift in modern societies”
(Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 56-57).

Liebersohn, Return of the Gift, 57. For a brief summary of Bucher, and of other
participants in this debate, see Wagner-Hasel, “Egoistic Exchange,” 156-59.
Felix Somlo, for instance, described a Geschenktansch (gitt exchange) taking place
according to “clearly defined legal” rules. Karl von Amira (1848-1930) wrote a
two-volume study of The North Germanic Law of Obligations (1882-1885), in
which he noted that in premodern societies gifts were “marks of favor” that always
demanded “a counter-gift.” He regarded this as “a legal tenet which would have
been definitively confirmed.” Richard Meyer’s 1898 study of the history of gift
giving located the shift from reciprocal to one-sided giving in a shift in the under-
standing of property. Scholars of Roman law, by contrast, placed emphasis on reci-
procity as a legal concept pertaining to contract. Hugo Burckhard claimed that
the countergift in a contractual arrangement was the completion of the contract.
Wagner-Hasel concludes that “the reciprocal nature of pre-modern gifting . . . can
be presumed to have been general knowledge among legal historians, legal anthro-
pologists, economic historians, and economic anthropologists at the beginning of
the century” (Wagner-Hasel, “Egoistic Exchange,” 159).

Patrick Geary puts forth these forceful questions: Are Mauss’ constructions of
gift “mental constructs derived from the European cultural tradition we seek to
illuminate, but projected by the anthropologists onto other cultures? Are we really
using the other to understand our own tradition, or are we deceiving ourselves
with an ‘other’ that was really us all along? Does Mauss’ sociological method pro-
vide us with a new tool for understanding medieval society, or is this tool already
imbedded in the cultural tradition we seek to understand?” (“Gift Exchange and
Social Science Modeling,” in Algazi, Groebner, and Jussen, Negotiating the Gift,
129-40, 131).

Claude Lévi-Strauss, Le Totemisme aujourd’hui (Paris: Presses universitaires de
France, 1962), 145, quoted in Robert Wokler, “Pertectible Apes in Decadent Cul-
tures: Rousseau’s Anthropology Revisited,” Daedalus 107, no. 3 (1978): 107. 1
find Karen Sykes persuasive on this point. Sykes argues that cultural anthropology
has not and cannot escape the image of the “noble savage,” and that the more it
attempts to do so the more ensnarled it becomes in Rousseau’s legacy (or, quasi-
Rousseau’s legacy). See Sykes, Anguing with Anthropology: An Introduction to
Critical Theories of the Gift (London: Routledge, 2005), chap. 2. On Rousseau’s
own anthropology, see Asher Horowitz, “ ‘Laws and Customs Thrust Us Back into
Infancy’: Rousseau’s Historical Anthropology,” Review of Politics 52, no. 2 (1990):
215-41. Rousscau did engage in reflections on gifts, as detailed in Jean Starobin-
ski, “Don Fastueux et Don Pervers: Commentaire Historique d’une Reverie de
Rousseau,” Annales41, no. 1 (1986): 7-26.

Jacques Godbout has done a fine job of showing the significant differences between
state welfare and gift giving in The World of the Gift, trans. Donald Winkler (Mon-
treal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2000).

Geary, “Gift Exchange,” 137-38.

Sahlins in Schrift, Logic of the Gift, 88.

Sahlins in Schrift, Logic of the Gift, 91-92.

Sahlins in Schrift, Logic of the Gift, 93. Sahlins, like Lévi-Strauss, considers this a
mystification, but it is arguably at the center of Mauss’ entire project. According to
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Christian Arnsperger, Mauss has not actually moved past Hobbes, but still assumes
“a quasi-Hobbesian vision of society, a vision of generosity as the sublimation of
violence” (“Gift-Giving Practice and Noncontextual Habitus: How (Not) to Be
Fooled by Mauss,” in Vandevelde, Gifts and Interests, 72-75).

Again, Mauss was somewhat aware of this. He devoted a number of pages to
describing similar gift practices in Roman, German, and Indo-European cultures.
See The Gift, 47-64. The fact that he calls these “survivals” is a hint of his evolu-
tionary assumptions about cultural development.

Yan, Flow of Gifts, 219-20.

George Simmel, “Faithfulness and Gratitude,” in Simmel, The Sociology of George
Simmel, ed. Kurt H. Wolff (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950), 380.
“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 382. To develop his understanding of faithfulness,
Simmel distinguishes between the initiation of a relationship and its continuance
or endurance through time. Faithfulness seeks to preserve the relationship through
time, when the affections and moods that might have initiated the relationship
may have evaporated. Unlike other relational affections, faithfulness in the sense
Simmel uses the word (and he recognizes alternative meanings) is not something
exchanged between the parties of the relationships; it is rather the attitude that each
takes toward the relationship itself. He recognizes that there are other factors that
preserve a relationship (the original affections may continue, legal constraints may
demand that the relationship continue, social constraints—risk of shame or embar-
rassment—may be a factor). Faithfulness is specifically the “affective factor” among
the other factors that preserve a relationship through time. Simmel suggests that
togetherness over time itself leads to the “induction” of the state of faithfulness:
“mere habitual togetherness, the mere existence of a relation over a period of time,
produces this induction by feeling.” On the other hand, he also makes the intrigu-
ing point that faithfulness in a relationship might ultimately generate other feelings
between the parties in the relationship. The “banal wisdom” that people who marry
out of obligation will grow to love one another, he claims, is “quite apt”: “[O]nce
the existence of the relationship has found its psychological correlate, faithfulness,
then faithfulness is followed, eventually, also by the feelings, affective interests, and
inner bonds that properly belong to the relationship. Only, instead of appearing
at the beginning, as we should ‘logically’ expect, they reveal themselves as its end
product.” Simmel sees faithfulness as a unique sociological /psychological phenom-
enon that incorporates the stability of external social reality into the soul. He sets
up this point by distinguishing between the fluctuations of the soul and the “con-
stantly developing life-process” and, on the other hand, the stable forms of social
life. The two do not move in tandem. (Simmel describes this dualism as “tragic.”)
Law is by nature stable and relatively inflexible (which it must be to do what it needs
to do in society), and thus cannot keep pace with the shifts and changes of actual
human life. Faithfulness, however, is a bridge between these two features of society:
it “has the significance that, by virtue of it, for once the personal, fluctuating inner
life actually adopts the character of a fixed, stable form of relation. Or vice versa: this
sociological fixity, which remains outside life’s immediacy and subjective rhythm,
here actually becomes the content of subjective, emotionally determined life. Irre-
spective of the innumerable modifications, deflections, intermixtures of concrete
destinies, faithfulness bridges and reconciles that deep and essential dualism which
splits off the life-form of individual internality from the life-form of sociation that is
nevertheless borne by it. Faithfulness is that constitution of the soul . . . by means
of which it fully incorporates into itself the stability of the super-individual form of
relation and by means of which it admits to life, as the meaning and value of life, a
content which, though created by the soul itself] is, in its form, nevertheless bound
to contradict the rhythm or un-rhythm of life as actually lived” (382-87).
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“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 387. As we have seen throughout this book, this
is questionable, and a specifically post-Enlightenment assumption. I, for one, feel
grateful to the mechanics who fix my car, despite the fact that I have also paid for
the service. Simmel’s gratitude-free exchange seems to rest on a distorted view of
capitalist exchanges, in which, he claims “personal interaction recedes altogether
into the background, while goods gain a life of their own.” This may be true, and
money may tempt us to ignore the personal context. But I am loyal to and grateful
to my regular mechanic, not to mention the guy who keeps fixing my well pump.
“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 388.

“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 388.

“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 389.

“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 389n3.

“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 391.

Based on the findings of cultural anthropologists and historians, this too is
questionable.

“Faithfulness and Gratitude,” 393.

Groebner, Liquid Assets, Dangerous Gifts, 157. Similar criticisms have come from
cultural theorists who complain that Mauss “essentializes” the gift and who
emphasize that gifts have to be designated as such by various verbal and gestural
cues. What is important is not the gift but the process of gifting and the strategies
by which a thing is transmuted into a present. True as this is, it does seem that
things become gifts in particular cultures through processes whose meanings are
widely shared.
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See Paul F. Camenisch, “Gift and Gratitude in Ethics,” Journal of Religions Eth-
ics 9, no. 1 (1981): 1-34; Christopher Heath Wellman, “Gratitude as a Virtue,”
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 80 (1999): 284-300; A. D. M. Walker, “Grate-
fulness and Gratitude,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society n.s. 81 (1980-81):
39-55; Tevenar, “Gratitude, Reciprocity, and Need”; Fred R. Berger, “Gratitude,”
Ethics 85, no. 4 (1975): 298-309; Patrick Fitzgerald, “Gratitude and Justice,” Eth-
ics 109, no. 1 (1998): 119-53; Nancy S. Jecker, “Are Filial Duties Unfounded?”
American Philosophical Quarterly 26, no. 1 (1989): 73-80; Claudia Card, “Grati-
tude and Obligation,” American Philosophical Quarterly 25, no. 2 (1988): 115-27;
Joseph Lombardi, “Filial Gratitude and God’s Right to Command,” Journal of
Religious Ethics 19, no. 1 (1991): 93-118. Lawrence C. Becker’s Reciprocity (Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1990) has broader aims, but includes illuminat-
ing discussions of gratitude.

Terrance McConnell, Gratitude (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993).
McConnell, Gratitude, 44—45. It should be noted that McConnell carefully exam-
ines the concepts of “voluntariness” and “intention.”

McConnell, Gratitude, 56.

McConnell, Gratitude, 112.

McConnell, Gratitude, 114—47.

He concludes (Gratitude, 222) that gratitude is an inadequate basis for filial
obligation.

Soren Kierkegaard, 18 Upbuilding Disconrses (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1990), 94. See Rick Anthony Furtak, Wisdom in Love: Kierkeganrd and
the Ancient Quest for Emotional Integrity (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2005), esp. 111-18.

Seren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), 12.

Journal entry, quoted in Furtak, Wisdom in Love, 116.
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See John Llewelyn, Margins of Religion: Between Kierkegaard and Derrida
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009), 341. Llewelyn leaves Kierkegaard
far behind when he says that what interests him is “the gratitude that is not nec-
essarily addressed to anybody one could thank, least of all a deity” (343). For
Kierkegaard, such gratitude would be whistling toward the abyss. For him, grati-
tude is an cither/or, a “God or nothing” proposition.

Kierkegaard, 18 Upbuilding Discourses, 43.

Kierkegaard, 18 Upbuilding Discourses, 121.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, trans. Helen Zimmern and Paul V.
Conn, in The Complete Work of Friedrich Nietzsche, ed. Oscar Levy (Edinburgh:
T.N. Foulis, 1909), 64. I have been helped throughout this section by Jonas,
“Gratitude, Ressentiment.” See also Laurence Lampert, Nietzsche and Modern
Times: A Study of Bacon, Descartes, and Nietzsche (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 1993), esp. 376-87.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Nietzsche contra Wagner, trans. Thomas Common (London:
H. Henry, 1896), 58.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans.
and ed. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 2000), sec. 49.

Beyond Good and Evil, sec. 260.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The AntiChrist, trans. H. L. Mencken (n.c.: The Floating
Press, 2010), chap. 16.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Case of Wagner, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans. and ed.
Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 2000), 646.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, trans. and
ed. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House, 2000), 1.10.

Caputo, Prayers and Tears, 186.

Richard Polt, Heidegyer: An Introduction (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
1999), 116.

In what follows, I am deeply indebted to the deft outline of Heidegger’s thought
in Michael Inwood, Heidegger: A Very Short Introduction (Oxtord: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2002).

Robert Solomon, Continental Philosophy Since 1750: The Rise and Fall of the Self
(Oxtord: Oxford University Press, 1988), 175-76.

Inwood, Heidegger, poses Heidegger’s question this way: “Is the knower a pure
subject wholly absorbed in the disinterested, theoretical knowledge of its subject-
matter, or is it an interested human being, situated in a particular place and a par-
ticular time?” (13).

As Inwood, Heidegyer, says, “Knowing is only one relation among many that we
may take up to the things of the world; it is not the first relation we adopt towards
them, it is taken up fairly late in one’s career, and then only sporadically; nor is it
the most obvious attitude to take towards, say, one’s spouse or the key to one’s own
front door.” Epistemology tends “to speak as if knowing were a uniform thing, as
if electrons were known in the same way as historical events. Or if we notice that
this is not so we are tempted, like Descartes, to propose an ideal form of knowl-
edge which will guarantee unerring results about, say, the dimensions and move-
ments of material particles. But this will not do for, say, historical events, which are
thereby excluded from the realm of knowable objects” (13).

According to Inwood, Heidegger, modern knowers often operate with scientific
classifications: “How do we come to divide up the world of entities in this way? The
world does not naturally present itself to us carved up in readiness for the sciences.
When two lovers walk hand in hand across a meadow under a starry sky, they do
not see themselves and their surroundings as objects separated out for the geolo-
gist, the botanist, the meteorologist, even if they are themselves, say, geologists in
their professional lives” (14).
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Inwood, Heidegger, 19.

Inwood, Heidegger, 45.

Heidegger’s conception of truth runs in the same direction. Characteristically bas-
ing his argument on an etymology (the Greek a-Anfeta), Heidegger concludes that
truth is “disclosure” rather than correspondence. Truth as correspondence is not,
he thinks, even coherent. If truth is correspondence, then an assertion is true if
it corresponds to the facts of the case. Heidegger raises questions about both the
assertion and the fact to which the assertion corresponds. For the correspondence
theory to work, we have to establish the independence of the assertion from the
facts. If'it is not independent, then we do not actually have two entities—assertion
and fact—that should correspond to one another. In many cases, the assertion is
not independent of the facts: I assert that a hammer is too heavy because I need a
different tool in the particular task I’'m involved in. Asserting something about the
hammer is not an assertion about an “idea of a hammer.” Another possibility is that
“words have meanings independent of the things they apply to and refer to, so that
we can say that what corresponds to a fact is a meaningful sentence or a proposi-
tion? No. A word such as ‘hammer’ or ‘culture’ does not have a single determinate
meaning or connotation; its meaning depends on, and varies with, the world in
which it is used.” Heidegger concludes, in Inwood’s words, that there is “no pre-
packaged portion of meaning sufficiently independent of the world and of entities
within it to correspond, or fail to correspond, to the world. Words and their mean-
ings are already world-laden.” And what of the fact? For the correspondence theory
to work, Heidegger says, we have to have an assertion-free access to the object to
which we can compare the assertion. But Heidegger doesn’t believe we ever have
such access. Heidegger argues that our sensations are always sensations as: We hear
the sounds as words, even if we don’t know the language that is spoken. We never
hear “mere noise,” but the birds singing, or someone hammering in the distance,
or an assertion that we recognize as language even if we don’t understand the lan-
guage being spoken. Lacking world-free assertions and language-free access to the
facts, the correspondence theory cannot work. Once again, Heidegger emphasizes
the embeddedness, the fact that we are always already in the world.

Polt, Heidegyer, 119. Other discussions of this theme in Heidegger include Paul
Gibbs, Heidegger’s Contribution to the Understanding of Work Based Studies (New
York: Springer, 2011), 135-38. I have been unable to obtain a copy of what to my
knowledge is the only book-length study of this theme, Samuel IJsseling, Hei-
degger: Denken et Danken, Geven en Zijn (Antwerp: De Nederlandsche Boekhan-
del, 1964). The turn is in part a turn to the mystical, to Eckhardt in particular,
on which see John D. Caputo, The Mystical Element in Heidegger’s Thought (New
York: Fordham University Press, 1986), 189-202.

Polt, Heidegger, 121.

Polt, Heidegper, 143. I am indebted to Polt’s superb unraveling of this dense state-
ment (143-48). The translation offered earlier is Polt’s, and departs from the com-
mon English translation of Ereignis by “event.”

Polt, Heidegger, 146.

Polt, Heidegger, 148.

Robyn Horner, Rethinking God as Gift: Marion, Derrida, and the Limits of Phe-
nomenology (New York: Fordham University Press, 2001), 35.

This is how Roger Lundin takes Heidegger’s comment: Heidegger, he says, “was
fond of the seventeenth-century Pietist phrase Denken ist Danken, ‘to think is to
thank.”” Lundin expounds the point a few pages later: “Through our participation
in communities of language, we receive our very ability to comprehend anything
at all. . . . [W]ithout the gift of language—and without the traditions of practice,
interpretation, and belief that are embedded in language—the isolated self would
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be at a loss as to how to comprehend, let along respond to, its world” (Lundin, The
Culture of Interpretation [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993], 132). Sce also William
Richardson’s lucid summary: “Once we see that the original German word for
thought (Gedanc) suggests re-cord, it is not difficult to understand in what sense
it also implies thanks-giving (Danken). Being’s supreme gift to the thinker is the
very Being by which he isa thinker: ek-sistance. Does it not warrant acknowledge-
ment on man’s part? Such an acknowledgement in its purity, however, is not in the
first place a requiting of this gift with another gift. On the contrary, the purest
form of acknowledge is simply the acceptance of the gift, sc. Assuming it, acqui-
escing in it, yielding to its demands. Acceptance, then, is the most original form
of thanks. Now when There-being accepts the endowment by which the thinking
comes about, sc. ck-sistance, it accepts the gift of thought as such. For There-being
to accept thought as thought is to do what lies within its power to accomplish
thought. This is by that very fact the fulfillment of thinking. Thinking thus con-
ceived in the moment of fulfillment is clearly thanks-giving” (Richardson, Hei-
degger: Through Phenomenology to Thought [ The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1963],
601).

38  Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 444.
For a careful examination of Gadamer’s work, see Joel Weinsheimer, Gadamer’s
Hermeneuntics: A Reading of Truth and Method (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1988).

39 I am using the translation of J. Glenn Gray, What Is Called Thinking? (San Fran-
cisco: HarperCollins, 1976).

40  Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 3.

41 Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 138.

42 Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 142.

43 Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 140—41.

44 Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 4-10.

45  Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 41-44.

46 Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 141.

47 Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 144.

48  Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 142—-43.

49  Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 146.

50  Steiner, Martin Heidegyger (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 131.

51  Inhisessay on the work of art, Heidegger argues that Van Gogh’s painting of shoes
brings the shoes into the truth of Being beyond what was true of the actual shoes.
The shoes would have worn out, lost their use, and been discarded. By bringing
the shoes into a work of art, Van Gogh captures what is most true about them. See
Steiner, Heidegger, 132-34.

52 Steiner, Heidegger, 137-39.

53  Steiner, Heidegger, 139-40.

54  Heidegger, What Is Called Thinking? 146.

55  Rebecca Comay, “Gifts without Presents: Economies of ‘Experience in Bataille
and Heidegger,” Yale French Studies 78 (1990): 89.

CHAPTER 10

1 See, for instance, the different projects of Jean Baudrillard and Georges Bataille.

The former sees in Mauss the destruction of all modern linearity—of exchange,
time, production, life. In the revived circle of post-Maussian civilization, the form
that dominates is “extermination and death,” the virtuality and “hyperreal” that
follows when the modern law of value is “swamped by indeterminacy” (Baudril-
lard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, trans. lain Hamilton Grant [London: SAGE,



290 — notes to pp. 196200

[92 0" SRS

15
16
17
18
19

1993], 2-3). Bataille reads the history of Western economy in light of the sublime
of the potlatch, luxury, excessive expenditure, which is the name of the sacred
(Bataille, The Accursed Shave, Volume 1, trans. Robert Hurley [New York: Urzone,
1989]).

Jacques Derrida, Given Time, I: Counterfeit Money (Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1992), 24. One of the best expositions of Derrida’s treatment of the
gift is Caputo, Prayers and Tears, chap. 4. See also Horner, Rethinking God as Gift,
chaps. 7-8.

Derrida, Given Time, 25.

Derrida, Given Time, 7.

Derrida, Given Time, 7. Milbank argues that this is completely a concession to
the modern and capitalist “reduction of exchange to contract.” He observes that
“exchanges are not necessarily economic, and not necessarily of a legally formal-
ized kind, acknowledging only contractual encounters. Nevertheless, exchange has
been reduced to the economic and legally formalized in our capitalist society.”
This is an overstatement, but the point remains that Derrida has universalized
what is a contingent development in Western history. Milbank suggests that what
distinguishes gift and economic exchange is not the “absolute freedom and non-
binding character of the gift” but instead “the surprisingness and unpredictability
of gift and counter-gift, or their character in space as asymmetrical reciprocity, and
their character in time as non-identical repetition” (Being Reconciled: Ontology and
Pardon [London: Routledge, 2003] 156).

Derrida, Given Time, 13.

Derrida, Given Time, 13-14.

Derrida, Given Time, 14.

Derrida, Given Time, 23.

Derrida, Given Time, 16.

Derrida, Given Time, 17.

Derrida, Given Time, 24.

Derrida, Given Time, 27.

David Hart comments, “The ontological import of this line of reflection is that
in the end the only gift is the radical nongift of time, the present moment, that is
nothing at all but the nihilating passage of time from future to past, the dissolu-
tion of being in its manifestation of temporality: the gift is the es gibt of being, or
the empty yielding of the chora, the effect of nothing, the pure giving of nothing
(the present) to no one, whose delay is endlessly deferred toward that difference—
that reciprocation of the gift—that can never be given, never owned, never desired.
The gift is no gift: the present that is not (a) present” (The Beauty of the Infinite:
The Aesthetics of Christian Truth [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004], 261).

Quoted in Caputo, Prayers and Tears, 165.

Caputo, Prayers and Tears, 166.

Caputo, Prayers and Tears, 167.

Caputo, Prayers and Tears, 169.

Derrida, “At This Very Moment in This Work Here I Am,” in Re-reading Levinas,
ed. Robert Bernasconi, trans. Ruben Berezdivin (London: Athlone, 1991), 11-49.
Hans Boersma describes Levinas® project as follows: “The Western philosophical
tradition, says Levinas, has had a penchant for ontological categories. The preoc-
cupation with questions of being (ontology) has led to a tendency to understand,
to grasp, and to master the exterior world. Western culture is built on attempts to
analyze, scrutinize, dissect, explore, and utilize. As a result Western philosophy
has encouraged a tendency toward violence. The imposition of rational categories
on the exterior world has undermined all that is different or other than one’s self.
The alterity (otherness) of everything in the outside world gets suppressed. Our
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attempts to remake the world in our own image imply an inability to accept the
other as other. The philosophical tradition is focused on sameness and totality: in
a totalizing fashion, we have shaped everything that we see into our own image.
Sameness (le Meme) rather than alterity, totality rather than infinity, being rather
than ethics lies as the basis of our modern society: ‘The ontological event accom-
plished by philosophy consists in suppressing or transmuting the alterity of all that
is Other, in universalizing the immanence of the Same (/e Meme) or of Freedom in
effacing the boundaries, and in expelling the violence of Being (Etre)’” (Violence,
Hospitality, and the Cross: Reappropriating the Atonement Tradition [Grand Rap-
ids: Baker, 2006], 28). The most flamboyant assault on Levinas is in Hart, Beaunty
of the Infinite; 79-92. According to James K. A. Smith (Jacques Derrvida: Live
Theory [London: Continuum, 2005]), Derrida’s entire project can be understood
in Levinasian terms: Derrida is all about introducing the other. Hellenistic philos-
ophy must be introduced to Hebraic prophecy; philosophy to its other, literature.
Deconstruction, he suggests, is “vigilance for the other,” and is a “calling, a voca-
tion, which undertakes an intense investigation of texts, structures and institutions
in order to enable them to respond to the call of the other.” Specifically, Derrida’s
notion of justice and his ethics are shaped by his insistence on alterity. Levinas’
entire work, he argues, is about hospitality, and for Derrida “justice is hospitality.”
Derrida goes further, and suggests that metaphysics itself is hospitality, unlimited
openness to the Other. For Derrida, this hospitality that is ethics, justice, and
metaphysics is “infinite or it is not at all.” Infinite welcome means unconditional
welcome. Derrida gives a particular biblical spin to this notion. He asks whether
the responsibility to welcome the stranger, which he takes as the sum of the Torah,
depends on the specific revelation at Sinai, or whether there is “recognition of the
Torah by peoples or the nations for whom the name, the place, the event Sinai
would mean nothing.” He follows Levinas in saying that there is a demand for hos-
pitality that is prior to all revelation: “Levinas orients his interpretation toward the
equivalence of three concepts—fraternity, humanity, hospitality—that determine
an experience of the Torah and of the messianic times even before or outside of the
Sinai, and even for the one who makes no claim ‘to the title of bearer or messenger
of the Torah.”” This universal and unconditional demand for hospitality becomes
what Derrida calls a “structural or a prior messianicity,” and this obligation is an
clection of the whole human race to welcome every other (13-15).

Miriam Bankovsky, “A Thread of Knots: Jacques Derrida’s Homage to
Emmanuel Levinas® Ethical Reminder,” Invisible Culture: An Electronic Jour-
nal for Visual Studies 8 (2004): 1-19, http://www.rochester.edu/in_visible
_culture/Issue_8/bankovsky.html (accessed February 26, 2013).

Derrida, “At This Very Moment,” 12-13.

Bankovsky, “Thread of Knots.”

Derrida, “At This Very Moment,” 15.

Derrida, Given Time, 100.

Derrida, Given Time, 91.

David Hart points out that Derrida’s whole argument is guided by “the altogether
doctrinaire premise that goes unexamined in such reflections”—namely, “that
purity of intention is what assures the gratuity of the gift, and that purity is assured
by complete disinherit, defying recognition and reciprocation alike.” He wonders
if Derrida has “uncritically succumbed to a Kantian . . . rigorism that requires an
absolute distinction of duty from desire,” but suggests that if Kant is not lurking
nearby it is difficulty to explain why “the thought of the gift [must] be confined
to so narrow a moral definition of gratuity or selflessness, purged of desire.” More
fundamentally, Hart discerns in Derrida’s stress on the intention of gift a notion of
“the priority of a subjectivity that possesses a moral identity prior to the complex
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exchanges of moral practices, of gift and gratitude.” Such a self above and beyond
the constituting relations of giving and reception looks a lot like the Cartesian
or Idealist self that Derrida is supposed to have renounced. Finally, he wonders
whether a selflessness devoid of desire is so far from hate: “Would there not be
something demonic in a love without enchantment, without a desire for the other,
a longing to dwell with and be recognized by the other:” (Beauty of the Infinite,
262).

Bankovsky, “Thread of Knots.”

Derrida, Given Time, 30-31.

Derrida, The Gift of Death, trans. David Wills (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1995). On this see not only Caputo but also Smith, Jacques Derrida, 80—-84.
Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling.

Derrida, Gift of Death, 78.

Derrida, Gift of Death, 95.

See Caputo, Prayers and Tears, 215-17.

For a thorough airing of the issues, see Robyn Horner, Jean-Luc Marion: A Theo-
logical Introduction (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005).

See Thomas A. Carlson, “Introduction” to Jean-Luc Marion, The Idol and the
Distance: Five Studies (New York: Fordham University Press, 2001), xii.

Bruce Ellis Benson, Graven Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida, and Marion on Modern
Idolatry (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2002), 170.

Husserl, The Paris Lectures, trans. P. Koestenbaum (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,
1975), 8.

Quoted in Dominique Janicaud, Phenomenology and the Theological Turn: The
French Debate (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 9.

Jean-Luc Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness (Stanford,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2002), 17.

This is Marion’s rendition of Husserl, in Being Given, 31. It is from Husserl, Ideas:
General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology (London: Routledge, 2012), 95.
Marion, Being Given, 31-32.

Marion, Being Given, 37.

Marion, Being Given, 42-46.

Marion, Being Given, 51-52. Or, “The painting is not visible; it makes visible.
It makes visible in a gesture that remains by definition invisible—the effect, the
upsurge, the advance of givenness” (52).

Marion, Being Given, 50.

Marion, Being Given, 7.

Marion, Being Given, 113-14.

Marion, Being Given, 84.

Risto Saarinen’s God and the Gift: An Ecumenical Theology of Giving (Collegeville,
Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2005) has been particularly useful in the following para-
graphs. Marion says, “[I]n order to appear, a phenomenon must be able to give
itself.” Safe as this may sound, Marion has something more risky, even violent,
in mind. Among the “Determinations” of givenness is the facticity of the given,
which “does not consist in my being reducible to the factuality of a fact, but in
exposing me to the fact, which can thus be accomplished only by weighing on
me, no longer as a detached observed but as an engaged actor—or better, a criti-
cal patient into whom the fact has crashed in being visibly accomplished” (Being
Given, 146). Phenomena bang into us, explode into our consciousness. Marion
knows as well as Derrida that in French donner is used with coup as well as with
don.

Practically, this is little different from Derrida’s position.

Saarinen summarizes, “[Y]ou can describe a gift without a receiver, as in giving to
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an enemy or in giving anonymously to a humanitarian association. It is also pos-
sible to describe a gift without a giver, as in the case of inheritance. There is even
the possibility of gift without any giver, as in the case of Robinson Crusoe who
finds a tool on the sand. The tool might not be given at all, but is just luckily lying
there. And a gift can be something wholly immaterial, like giving time or giving
power. For Marion, these descriptions are symptomatic of the primordial givenness
of the world” (God and the Gift, 30).

The following summarizes some portions of Marion, “Sketch of a Phenomeno-
logical Concept of Gift,” published in Westphal, Postmodern Philosophy and Chris-
tian Thought, 122—43. See also Marion, In Excess: Studies of Snturated Phenomena
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2001), 1-29.

Marion, “Sketch,” 132.

Marion, “Sketch,” 133.

Marion, “Sketch,” 133.

Marion, “Sketch,” 139.

This important point is emphasized by Arnsperger, “Gift-Giving Practice,” 89.
Marion, Being Given, 108.

Marion writes, “If . . . the economy of the gift only makes economy of the gift, the
gift only becomes itself by breaking away from the economy, in order to let itself
be thought through along the lines of givenness. Therefore, one must reconduct
the gift away from economy and toward givenness. To reconduct is to reduce. How
can we reduce the gift to givenness without falling either into tautology (Isn’t the
gift equivalent to givenness?) or into contradiction (Doesn’t givenness necessarily
imply some transcendence?). But if we must have reduction, it could only occur,
even in the case of an eventual reduction to givenness, in the manner in which
reduction always operates in phenomenology: by bracketing of all transcendence,
whatever it might be. Reducing the gift to givenness thus signifies: thinking the
gift as gift, making abstraction of the triple transcendence which affected it until
now—>by the bracketing of the transcendence of the giver, the transcendence of the
recipient, and the transcendence of the objectivity of the object exchanged. If the
epokke happens to exert itself upon the gift, it will exert itself in liberating the gift
that the terms and status of object, all transcendent, of economic exchange. Thus,
it will reconduct the gift to pure and simple givenness, if, at least, such a givenness
may occur” (Being Given, 84).

Merold Westphal describes onto-theology this way: “Theology becomes onto-the-
ology when Jerusalem sells its soul to Athens by buying in on the latter’s project.
Within Christian history, the critique of onto-theology belongs to a tradition of
dehellenizing repristination. Heidegger explicitly links his critique with Luther,
and thus, by implication, with a tradition that looks back to Augustine and ahead
to Pascal, Kierkegaard, and Barth. He seems to confirm Jerusalem’s declaration of
independence from Athens when he writes, ‘On the grounds of its specific positive
character and the form of knowing which this determines, we can now say that
theology is a fully autonomous ontic science’” (“Overcoming Onto-Theology,” in
John Caputo, ed., God, the Gift and Postmodernism [Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 19991, 157).

Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1995), 41.

Marion, God Without Being, 43. These two sorts of idolatry, Benson argues, are
not all that different, because “it is difficult to see how, once we place God under
the category of Being, God does not become ‘@’ being.” Marion thus aspires to
“think God outside of metaphysics” and “to think God without any conditions”
(Graven Ideologies, 195).

Marion, God Without Being, xix.
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Marion traces the rise of onto-theology, controversially, to Thomas, arguing that
Thomas privileges ens as a description of God because of his convictions about the
primacy of ens in human perception: “[I]f theology proceeds by the apprehension
of concepts, as a ‘science,’ then for it also, the ens will be the first, and man’s point
of view normative. . . . If theology wills itself to be THEOlogical, it will submit
all its concepts, without exception the ens, to a ‘destruction’ by the doctrine of
the divine names, at the risk of having to renounce any status as a conceptual ‘sci-
ence,” in order, decidedly nonobjectivating, to praise by infinite petitions.” This
“destruction” is what Thomas refuses to do, detaching his discussion of ens from
the discussion of divine names, leading Thomas to the position that “ens, although
defined starting from a human conception, should be valid as the first name of
Gxd. This claim does not casily escape the suspicion of idolatry.” Thus, “it is only
with Saint Thomas that the Gxd revealed in Jesus Christ under the name of charity
finds himself summoned to enter the role of the divine of metaphysics, in assuming
ens as his proper name” (God Without Being, 81).

Westphal characterizes the difference between the icon and the idol as dependent
on the intentional gaze directed atit: “[A] given visible can function as either idol or
icon depending on the nature of the intentional act directed toward it.” It becomes
an idol when the gaze “is satisfied or fulfilled with what it sees, when it stops,
freezes, settles, or comes to rest at its visible object.” The idolatrous gaze “admits
no beyond” and “allows no invisible” (these last phrases are Marion’s own). This
makes the human gaze “the measure of the divine being,” and ultimately the idol
is the gazing idolater himself. Viewing a visible as an icon, however, means refusing
to stop and rest, refusing to be satisfied or fulfilled with the visible. Iconic gazing
seeks to “transpierce visible things.” And this leads, in a Levinasian fashion, to a
subversion of the gaze: “[T]he gaze of the invisible, in person, aims at man . . . the
icon opens in a face that gazes at our gazes,” so that “the human gaze is engulfed
... does not cease, envisaged by the icon, there to watch the tide of the invisible
come in. . . . The icon offers an abyss that the eyes of men never finish probing.”
The iconic gaze thus shattered the adequacy of our concepts. This does not entail
an abandonment of conceptualizing: “[T]he icon also can proceed conceptually,
provided at least that the concept renounce comprehending the incomprehensible
to attempt to conceive it, hence also to receive it, in its own excessiveness.”

As Benson says, “[Clonsciousness is surprised, overwhelmed and drawn up short
by its inadequacy.” Marion himself writes, “It is in fact a question of something vis-
ible that our gaze cannot bear; this visible something is experienced as unbearable
to the gaze because it weighs too much upon the gaze. . . . What weighs here is not
unhappiness, nor pain nor lack, but indeed glory, joy, excess” (Graven Ideologics,
192).

The term is Benson’s (Graven Ideologies, 189).

Marion, God Without Being, 46.

Marion, God Without Being, 47.

See Benson, Graven Ideologies, 197.

Marion, God Without Being, 97.

Marion, God Without Being, 104.

Eucharist is “the test of every theological systematization” because it eludes all
systematization. It is the final bulwark against idolatry. Historically, Eucharist has
not played this role, since it gets absorbed into a metaphysical scheme of one sort
or another. It has not functioned as the test or bulwark, but has been subjected
to tests from elsewhere. As Marion puts it, “Explanation, even theological expla-
nation, always seems to end up in a ‘eucharistic physics’ (. . . it matters little if
for physics one substitutes, e.g., semiotics), that is, by attempting to reabsorb the
Eucharistic mystery of charity in a rational conceptual system. In the case of failure,
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such an effort appears either useless (if it limits itself, through theological concern,
to recognizing a pure and simple ‘miracle’ in the succession of physical or linguistic
events) or else insufficient (if it imputes its conceptual insufficiency to a mystery
that it has not even approached, by an infracritical or terroristic subjectivism). But
in the case of apparent success, the effort is open no less—and here the essential
appears—to two other suspicions: does not one contradict oneself by seeking, in
principle to reinforce credibility, to frame and then reabsorb the liturgical fact
and the mystery of charity in a system, at the risk, here again, of attaining only a
conceptual idol?” Eucharist is the model of gift, and as such “does not require first
that one explain it, but indeed that one receive it” (God Without Being, 162).
Statistics are misleading, but it is perhaps significant that the word “gratitude”
appears only three times in Being Given, twice in Marion’s own expressions of
gratitude (xi, 3) and once in a quotation from Derrida that uses the phrase “auto-
recognition, self-approval, and narcissistic gratitude” (77). “Thanks” appears
regularly, but never as a focus of serious examination. In The Erotic Phenomenon
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), “gratitude” occurs only once, in the
acknowledgments (10).

Jean-Luc Marion, Idol and Distance: Five Studies (New York: Fordham Univer-
sity Press, 2001), 166: “The gift is received only in order to be given anew. The
beneficiary, moreover, does not follow the circulation of the gift through simply
altruism, as if it seemed to him decent and well intentioned, or even charitable, to
share the gift with others. If the beneficiary must ensure what we call the redun-
dancy of the gift, by putting it back into circulation as soon as it is received, this
is for an otherwise radical reason: the gift cannot be received unless it is given, for
otherwise it would cease to merit its name. The basin is not filled up by the cascade
from above unless it ceaselessly empties itself into the basin below. Only the aban-
donment of that which fills it permits that the stream to come should fill it without
cease.”

Marion, Idol and Distance, 166.

Marion, Idol and Distance, 168.

Marion, Idol and Distance, 174.

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” Modern Theology 11, no. 1 (1995): 119-61.
Milbank begins his essay with a survey of the linguistic history of the word “gift”
and related words. Citing a sermon of Hugh Latimer, he complains about giffe-
gaffe, the demand that receiving a gift lays an obligation to return a gift. The
phrase means “give and take,” and “suggests,” Milbank argues, “that taking dif-
fers from giving by a single vowel.” He highlights also the various ambiguities of
the language of gift: Giving can slide into reception, as in the phrase “give way” or
the statement that the trees “give” in a strong wind. Furthermore, “give” can be
used both for a good and a bad exchange: We give a blow as well as a gift; worse,
a good gift can slide into a bad (an inheritance spoils a child) and vice versa (a
vicious personal attack forces us to be honest with ourselves). “Gift” in old English
means “takings,” and “gif” is both poison and gift; Greek and Latin, Milbank
notes, contain the same ambiguity, using dosis to refer both to poison and medicine
(119-20). Besides the linguistic ambiguities of giving/receiving, and good/bad
giving, there is the ambiguity between “a subjective and value-laden usage of gift
words over-against a cold, neutral and impersonal one.” When we say something
is simply “a given,” is that because “our language is haunted by the praise of the
gods or God” or “is it that nothing simply and eternally is, but always first arrives
or arises, if not through space, then at least through time”? When we consider lin-
guistic usage, it appears that “ ‘giving’ is just as ‘transcendental’ a term as ‘being.””
Like Derrida, Milbank plays on the English “present” (time) and “present” (gift),
suggesting that “the present (thing or moment) always, despite its stasis, ‘is’ in
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virtue of its being given from elsewhere or from the past, which is equally the
arrival ahead of itself of the future” (121). He sums up this exploration: “The
appearances of the English language, therefore, suggest that the gift is, first of all,
inseparable from exchange (giving from giving back) and also that it is caught up
in three ambiguities: to give is also to take; a good gift is also a bad gift (benefit is
also corruption); and finally ‘the given’ is both the result of a deliberate generous
donation and a brute unyielding fact or principle, alien to will or effect.”
Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 122. Milbank considers business lunches, tips,
various courtesies that “surround and support pragmatic activities which people
contract into for their private benefit.”

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 124: Is the purest gift “a handing-over of a large
bag containing bank notes to anyone in the street (anyone save one who appeared
poor, since the poor are related to us via the credit of our guilt)”?

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 132.

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 124.

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 129. Even delay and nonidentical return can be
reduced, as in the work of Bourdieu, to masked contract. To Milbank, Bourdieu
has assumed that economic self-interest is indistinguishable from lust for honor
or religious impulses, as if all of the other motivations for giving are ultimately
“really” an effort to increase one’s own wealth. Bourdieu does, however, force
a more precise project on Milbank: “If gifts are only given in order to render
indebted, to ensure a return of honour, and if debt drives the whole system to
ensure continued exact compliance with what has been laid down, marked out
by the powerful, both dead and living, then there can be, we must judge, no real
gift. There only can be gift if delay and non-identical repetition can be shown to
be in principle irreducible to the operation of such tactics, to the ensuring of the
primacy of debt, and the always identical marks of honour.” Bourdieu has assumed
a “liberal” idea of human behavior, but that is the issue in debate.

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 132. Citing Marion, Milbank notes that “to
receive the other in receiving his gift demands that the distance of the other
remains in place.” A gift is a gift of distance, and this militates against any effort
“to possess the other and his gifts, to receive them as exactly due rewards, or as
things we do not need to go on receiving.” Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 145—
46. Milbank traces out some contours of a biblical theology of gift, highlighting
some significant features of the Levitical sacrificial system. Levitical offerings were
sometimes entirely devoted to God (ascension), sometimes reserved for the priest-
hood (purifications) and sometimes distributed among God, priests, and people
(peace offering). This implies “equal purification of all members of this society
in their offering to God (and even of all peoples, universally) rather than literal
‘sustaining’ of a hierarchy and division of the relatively pure and impure, insider
and outsider, as in most other cultures.” He suggests that the point here is that
the repetition of the gift is “prised away from any specific expectation or duty of
return, but related instead to a heightened and infinite expectation of variegated
return in acts of mercy which alone complete and legitimate a universal sacrificial
offering” (148). Gifts can be given only when there is “a primary relationality,”
and Milbank sees this primary relationality in the biblical notion of a covenant
between God and Israel. The covenant idea provides a means for bridging the gap
between gift and contract. For Israel, God is not an ancestor, yet he is described in
familial terms (Israel is his son), and he is alive. Since he lives, he “makes ever-new
demands (as he gives ever-new gifts)” and thus “every human covenanted partner
is also treated as one who needs, in himself, specific sorts of gifts.” The gift is no
longer a matter of “preserving the same inscriptions, but rather of sending a mes-
sage appropriate to the particular recipient.” The “relatively contractual” notion
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of covenant “ensures that questions of justice, which is to say of appropriateness,
intrude more into the sphere of gift.” This is not a contamination of gift, since
appropriateness is one of the conditions of a good gift. Covenant provides a way to
“preserve a familial logic at the point where, otherwise, one would surrender to the
formalism of contract.” In a footnote, he cites Mary Douglas’ point that “Levitical
impurity is a fact of biology, common to all persons, and also a result of specific
moral offences that anyone is liable to commit such as lying or stealing. . . . Biblical
impurity is of no use in demarcating advantaged social classes or ranks” (160n79).
It should be noted here that this is precisely what the Jews of Jesus’ time had made
it! God’s mercy and goodness have no limit, and so likewise, “there is no limit to
the joyful return made of Israel herself to God.” The logic is transferred to alms
in the sense that we give to the needy “without stint or ‘counting of the cost,””
as God has given to us. And this means that “only gratitude and ‘good use’ are
expected in return” (148-49).

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 149.

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 150.

Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given?” 152.

CONCLUSION

1
2

3

10
11

To be sure, that is not universally held.

Jose Ortega y Gasset, Revolt of the Masses (1930; repr., New York: Norton, 1994),
36.

Ortega 'y Gasset, Revolt of the Masses, 39.

Ortega y Gasset, Revolt of the Masses, 120. On the other side, Joseph Amato argues
that the abuses of the modern nation-state arise from the creation and then manip-
ulation of bonds of gratitude: During the nineteenth century, “to win the loyalties
of its citizens became the essential business of government. Accordingly, it had
to put itself at the center of society’s transactions. Government had to strive to
become the primary source of justice, the final arbitrator of right, and the author
of the most important gifts, which in this era are all the benefits associated with
improved well-being.” He cites Robert Conquest’s account of Soviet praise for
children who betrayed their parents, and adds, “While democratic governments
cannot go to such lengths in their quest for control, they too find it essential to win
their citizens’ gratitude, to find a means of defining, managing, and manipulating
it” (Amato, Guilt and Gratitude, 38-39; ct. 96-108).

Schumacher, Small Is Beauntiful (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2010), 51.

See, for starters, the references to gratitude in J. Matthew Bonzo and Michael R.
Stevens, Wendell Berry and the Cultivation of Life: A Reader’s Guide (Grand Rap-
ids: Brazos, 2008).

Back in 1942, Ropke growled in a footnote to The Social Crisis of Our Time (1942,
repr., Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950), “Everyone can probably tell
from personal experience of the strikingly great proportion of the younger gen-
cration which does not know its place in the presence of its elders and assumes a
studiously rude manner especially if the latter are deserving of particular respect,
or even gratitude. A world that has lost its instinct for these elementary principles
must be thoroughly out of joint” (28).

Finkielkraut, L’Ingratitude, esp. chap. 4.

Robert Raynolds, In Praise of Gratitude (New York: Harper, 1961), 22-26. Sece
also Max Scheler, Ressentiment (Milwaukee, Wis.: Marquette University Press,
2003).

Thanks to my friend Rev. Richard Bledsoe for these thoughts.

The key text is Robert A. Emmons and Michael E. McCullough, eds., The Psychology
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of Gratitude (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). See also the extensive anno-
tated bibliography in the appendix to that volume.

Sigmund Freud, “A Special Type of Choice of Object Made by Men,” Standard
Edition 10 (1910): 173, quoted in Peter Shabad, “Of Woman Born: Womb Envy
and the Male Project of Self-Creation,” in Wurmser and Jarass, Jealousy and Envy,
78. See also Marie T. Hoffman, Toward Mutual Recognition: Relational Psycho-
analysis and the Christian Narrative (London: Taylor & Francis, 2010), 151.
Theodore Reik, “Final Phases of Belief found in Religion and in Obsessional Neu-
rosis,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 11 (1930): 258-91, 269, quoted in
Hoffman, Mutual Recognition, 152.

Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, 2nd ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1997).

Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation (New Haven,
Conn.: Yale University Press, 1970), 32-37.

Melanie Klein, Envy and Gratitude & Other Works, 1946—1983 (New York: Delta,
1975), 187. See the summary in Aafke Elisabeth Komter, “Gratitude and Gift
Exchange,” in Emmons and McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 201-2.

Philip Watkins, “Gratitude and Subjective Well-Being,” in Emmons and
McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 167-92; Robert A. Emmons and Michael E.
McCullough, “Counting Blessings Versus Burdens: An Experimental Investiga-
tion of Gratitude and Subjective Well-Being in Daily Life,” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 84 (2003): 377-89.

Robert C. Roberts, “The Blessings of Gratitude: A Conceptual Analysis,” in
Emmons and McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 66—77. The use of the reli-
giously charged term “blessing” is not accidental.

Rollin McCraty and Doc Childre, “The Grateful Heart: The Psychophysiology of
Appreciation,” in Emmons and McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 230-55.
See Edward J. Harpham, “Gratitude in the History of Ideas,” in Emmons and
McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 19-36. In his contribution to the volume
(“Gratitude: Considerations from a Moral Perspective,” 269), Charles Shelton
speaks of “blending the perspectives of the humanities and psychological science”
to arrive at a moral standard of the good life on which gratitude can be founded.
Michael E. McCullough and Jo-Ann Tsang, “Parent of the Virtues? The Prosocial
Contours of Gratitude,” in Emmons and McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude,
125.

McCullough and Tsang, “Parent of the Virtues?” 128-30. See also Michael E.
McCullough, S. D. Kilpatrick, Robert Emmons, and D. B. Larson, “Is Gratitude
a Moral Affect?” Psychological Bulletin 127, no. 2 (2001): 249-66.

McCullough et al., “Is Gratitude a Moral Affect?” See also Ross Buck, “The Grati-
tude of Exchange and the Gratitude of Caring: A Developmental-Interactionist
Perspective of Moral Emotion,” in Emmons and McCullough, Psychology of Grati-
tude, 108-13.

To put it differently, they can be read as contributing to the recovery of the moral-
ity of manners.

See Robert A. Emmons and Teresa T. Kneezel, “Giving Thanks: Spiritual and
Religious Correlates of Gratitude,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 24, no.
2(2005): 140—48, 141. The authors unfortunately dress this helpful point in social
scientific jargon. See also Michael Stein, “Gratitude and Attitude: A Note on Emo-
tional Welfare,” Social Psychology Quarterly 52, no. 3 (1989): 242-48.
McCullough and Tsang, “Parent of the Virtues?” 136.

Buck, “Gratitude of Exchange and Caring,” 110-11.

Shelton, “Gratitude,” 264-78. Buck, “Gratitude of Exchange and Caring,” 115—
16, examines the “dark side of gratitude.”
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Emmons and Kneezel, “Giving Thanks,” 140-47; Neal Krause, “Religious
Involvement, Gratitude, and Change in Depressive Symptoms over Time,” Inter-
national Journal for the Psychology of Religion 19 (2009): 155-72.

David Steindl-Rast, “Gratitude as Thankfulness and as Gratefulness,” in Emmons
and McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 282—-89.

Barbara Fredrickson, “Gratitude, Like Other Positive Emotions, Broadens and
Builds,” in Emmons and McCullough, Psychology of Gratitude, 145-66, 150.
Rather oddly, Fredrickson speaks of gratitude responding to a source such as
“God, luck, fate” that “has intentionally acted to improve the beneficiary’s well-
being” (emphasis added). How luck can act, much less act intentionally, without
becoming Tyche, or fate without becoming Fortuna, is not entirely clear.

Ronald Aronson, Living Without God: New Directions for Atheists, Agnostics, Secu-
larists and the Undecided (Berkeley, Calif.: Counterpoint, 2009), 43; chapter 2 of
Aronson’s book is an atheist’s defense of gratitude.

Aronson, Living Without God, 59—63.

Eisenstein, Sacred Economics: Money, Gift & Society in an Age of Transition (Berke-
ley, Calif.: Evolver Editions, 2011), 3-5.

Eisenstein, Sacred Economics, 14.

Revealingly, though there are entries for “religion” in his index, there is no entry
for “God.”

Eisenstein, Sacred Economics, 57.

Subtitled Scale, Place & Community in o Global Age (Washington, D.C.: Potomac
Books, 2012).

David L. Schindler, Ordered Love: Liberal Societies and the Memory of God (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 168-69.

Schindler, Ordered Love, 171-73.

Schindler, Ordered Love, 177.

Schindler, Ordered Love, 177-78.

Schindler, Ordered Love, 217.

Godbout, “Homo Donator Versus Homo Oeconomicus,” 25, 30-31; Godbout,
Ce Qui Cireule entre Nous: Donner, Recevoir, Rendre (Paris: Seuil, 2007), chap. 7.
Margaret Visser’s paraphrase of the Japanese apologetic thanks, doomo sumimasen
(Gift of Thanks, 38).

Thanks again to Rev. Richard Bledsoe for this suggestion.
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