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Resumen:

 En sus catequesis sobre el amor humano en el plan divino, San Juan Pablo 
II busca arribar a lo que llama una "antropología adecuada". Para él, la clave para 
alcanzar este objetivo es leer la experiencia humana a la luz de una "hermenéuti-
ca del don". El presente artículo examina la noción de don a partir de los hallaz-
gos de Marcel Mauss y de los estudiosos que se orientan por él. En términos 
maussianos —especialmente en la interpretación dada por Marcel Hénaff—el 
don es un pacto de reconocimiento. Hacer un don a alguien significa invitar al 
otro a una alianza, por lo que el don requiere reciprocidad. 
 Confrontando estas conclusiones con la teología del cuerpo de Juan Pablo 
II, veremos que también el Papa entiende el don como una realidad vinculada a 
la alianza. En efecto, la creación misma es el primer don de Dios, el don inicial 
por el que invita a sus criaturas racionales a una alianza con él. La creación de 
Eva puede verse entonces como el sello de esta alianza, un hecho que habla de la 
posición central que la diferencia sexual adquiere en el plan divino de salvación.

Abstract:

  In his catecheses on human love in the divine plan, Saint John Paul II 
seeks arrive at what he calls an “adequate anthropology.” For him, the key to 
reaching this goal is to read human experience in the light of a “hermeneutics of 
the gift.” The present article examines the notion of the gift drawing on the 
findings of Marcel Mauss and scholars taking their bearings from him. In Maus-
sian terms—especially in the interpretation given by Marcel Hénaff—the gift is a 
pact of recognition. Presenting a gift to someone means to invite the other to an 
alliance, which is why the gift requires reciprocity. 
 Confronting these findings with John Paul II’s theology of the body, we 
will see that the pope, too, understands the gift as a reality that is connected with 
the covenant. Indeed, creation itself is God’s first gift, the opening gift by which 
he invites his rational creatures to an alliance with him. The creation of Eve can 
then be seen as the sealing of this covenant, a fact that speaks of the central posi-
tion that sexual difference takes on in the divine plan of salvation. 
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A Hermeneutics of the Gift

 In his Wednesday catecheses on human love in the divine plan (= the 
“theology of the body”), St. John Paul II proposes what he calls an “adequate 
anthropology”1. It is “adequate” inasmuch as it seeks to take seriously human 
experience. In particular, it spells out what he calls the “original experiences” of 
solitude, unity, and nakedness. At the same time, the pope warns against a natu-
ralistic reduction of experience2. One may think here of the temptation to inter-
pret the bond of love simply as the effect of the secretion of oxytocin by the 
posterior lobe of the pituitary gland or to see in guilt and shame mere social feed-
back mechanisms encouraging conformity. Instead of naturalistic interpreta-
tions of our basic human experiences, whether in biological or sociological 
terms, John Paul II proposes what he calls a “hermeneutics of the gift”3. Here, the 
“hermeneutics of the gift” must be understood in the subjective sense of the geni-
tive: it is the gift that provides the interpretation; it is the gift’s hermeneutics of 
human experience. Properly interpreted human experience will in turn provide 
us with an adequate anthropology. In other words, to arrive at an adequate 
anthropology, we need to turn to human experience as seen in the light of the 
category of the gift. In the context of the Catecheses, the gift is the interpretative 
key to unlock the door to the mystery of the human being.
 One can indeed make a convincing case that the gift is the central cate-
gory of John Paul II’s theology of the body. An early, somewhat foundational 
section of his Catecheses is entitled “Man in the Dimension of the Gift”4. Here the 
Polish Pontiff clearly asserts that “the dimension of gift is decisive for the essen-
tial truth and depth of the meaning of original solitude-unity-naked-
ness”—which are the original experiences around which much of his subsequent 
reflections will turn5. But even more so, for him the dimension of the gift “stands 
also at the very heart of the mystery of creation, which allows us to build the 
theology of the body ‘from the beginning’”6. Creation is seen as a gift; in its 
sexual difference, the body is a witness to this original gift; the body’s spousal 
meaning witnesses to the human vocation to make a free gift of ourselves; the 
spouses are called to make of themselves a gift to each other in the freedom of the 
gift. In Michael Waldstein’s counting, the noun “gift” (dono) occurs 338 times in 
the Catecheses, while the verb “to give” (donare) comes to some 47 appearances7. 

Waldstein calls the hermeneutics of the gift the theology of the body’s “main 
theological method”8 .
 Although the category of gift is in the Catecheses, providing a hermeneu-
tics of human experience, the fact is that John Paul II did not provide a herme-
neutics of the gift itself, of the gift that is, in the objective sense of the genitive: He 
does not turn the category of the gift into an object of a science of interpretation; 
the gift as key to the problem of the human person is not itself rendered proble-
matic, but its meaning is by and large taken as obvious. One can of course say 
with Ludwig Wittgenstein that “the meaning of a word is its use in language”9. 
Hence, up to a certain point, how John Paul understands the category of the gift 
becomes clear from the way he employs the term.
 Nonetheless, given our preconceptions, words like “disinterested”10 may 
easily misguide us unless we turn the category of the gift itself into the object of 
a separate reflection. In absence of such reflection, we may be unable to give an 
account of many profound assertions that John Paul II makes.  For instance, what 
would be the reason for why “in the whole work of creations, it is only about him 
[the human person] that one can say a gift has been granted”? Still more funda-
mentally, on what grounds can one say that there “is a strong link between the 
mystery of creation, as a gift that springs from Love, and that beatifying ‘begin-
ning’ of man’s existence as male and female?”11. I want to argue that these and 
similar affirmations are not based on sheer intuition or direct insight, but that 
they stringently follow from premises provided by the internal logic of the gift as 
it must also have been present in Wojtyła’s understanding. 

1 JOHN PAUL II (2006: 178).

2  Ibidem, 178-179n23

3 See the entire section entitled 
“Man in the Dimension of the 
Gift,” in ibidem, 178-204. The pope 
uses the expression “hermeneutics 
of the gift” to describe what he is 
doing in this part of his text in 
ibidem, 190: “Only Love creates the 
good, and in the end it alone can be 
perceived in all its dimensions and 
its contours in created things and, 
above all, in man. Its presence is the 
final result, as it were, of the herme-
neutics of the gift we are carrying 
out here.”

4 See again ibidem, 178-204.

5 Ibidem, 179.

6 Ibidem.

7 WALDSTEIN (2006: 697). 

8 Ibidem, 698.

9  WITTGENSTEIN (1953: §43). 
  

10 See, for instance, JOHN PAUL II 
(2006: 187).

11  Ibidem, 183.
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 In what follows, I would like to make explicit what John Paul II has left 
implicit, proposing a hermeneutics of the gift in the objective sense of the geniti-
ve, making the gift an object of the science of interpretation. To do so I will 
mostly draw on the findings and suggestions of Marcel Mauss and scholars 
taking their bearings from him. The hope is that by clarifying the notion of the 
gift in Maussian terms and by applying the results to John Paul II’s “hermeneu-
tics of the gift,” one will obtain excellent results for understanding the Polish 
pope’s “adequate anthropology” and for grasping the relationship between the 
mystery of creation and man’s existence as male and female”12. For this purpose, 
it is not necessary to presuppose that Karol Wojtyła/John Paul II has actually 
read Marcel Mauss or has acquired familiarity with members of his school. It is 
enough to be able to assume that both Karol Wojtyła/John Paul II on the one 
hand and Mauss and his students on the other hand have been able to see some-
thing profoundly true about the nature of the gift, which the former has implied 
in his use of the term and which the latter have spelled out in greater detail.

Marcel Mauss and His Essay on the Gift

 Marcel Mauss was a French sociologist and cultural anthropologist who 
lived from 1872 to 1950. He was the nephew of Emil Durkheim (1858-1917) who 
is considered the father of contemporary sociology and who had an important 
influence on him. Mauss in turn inspired generations of subsequent scholars and 
researchers, such as Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009), Maurice Godelier (*1934), 
Alain Caillé (*1944), Jacques T. Godbout (*1939), and Marcel Hénaff (1942-2018). 
His “Essay on the Gift”13—first published in French in 1923/24—has been very 
influential, to the point that almost every sociologist, cultural anthropologist, or 
philosopher writing on the topic of the gift will at the very least give it a mention. 
In 1981 the “Mouvement Anti-Utilitariste dans les Sciences Sociales” was foun-
ded in Paris, whose acronym M.A.U.S.S. is not coincidental but clearly reveals 
the source of its inspiration.  Its trimestral publication Revue du M.A.U.S.S. 
continues to keep Marcel Mauss’ memory alive. 
 As the subtitle of Mauss’ essay makes clear, his is not a philosophical 
discourse on the category of the gift, but rather a description of “the form and 
reason for exchange in archaic societies”. His major contribution lies in taking 
the material provided by other researchers and aligning and interpreting it 
under the aspect of the gift14. Some of his main sources are Bruno Malinowski, 
Franz Boas, and Elsdon Best. In his Argonauts of the Western Pacific, published in 
1922, Malinowski described the social practices of indigenous cultures in the 
Trobriand Islands, Melanesia, and Papua New Guinea, a region in which he had 
stayed for several years15. Here, a particularly important phenomenon that he 
describes is the Sring. In his 1895 “The Social Organization and the Secret Socie-
ties of the Kwakiutl Indians”, Franz Boas presented the practices of the indige-
nous populations of Northwest America, in particular the Kwakiutl living along 
the coast of British Columbia16. In this context, the potlatch is of special significan-
ce. Another important source for Mauss is Elsdon Best’s study of the Māori in 
New Zealand at the beginning of the last century17. Here, the idea of the hau is of 
specific interest. It can indeed be argued that the kula ring, the potlatch, and the 
hau are among the most important phenomena discussed in Mauss’ Essay. 
 Both the kula and the potlatch are ritualized forms of exchange between 
tribal groups. They are devoid of any apparent economic interest, and especially 
in the case of the potlatch, they are highly antagonistic and competitive. The com-
petition is about who is going to be more generous. There are three structural 
elements to what Mauss calls the archaic gift: to give, to receive, and to return. 
All three are obligatory: “The obligation to give is the essence of the potlatch. A chief 
must give potlatches for himself, his son, his son-in-law, or his daughter, and for 
his dead”18. Failure to give means “to lose one’s prestige”, which “is indeed to 

12 Ibidem.

13  MAUSS (2002). 
  

14  Cf. HÉNAFF (2020: 31).
  
15  MALINOWSKI (1922).
  

16  BOAS (1895).

17  BEST (1909).

18 MAUSS (2002: 50).



52 | Sit ecclesia domus            3/1 (2023)

lose one’s soul. It is in fact the ‘face’, the dancing mask, the right to incarnate a 
spirit, to wear a coat of arms, a totem, it is really the persona—that are all called 
into question in this way, and that are lost at the potlatch, at the game of gifts, 
just as they can be lost in war, or through a mistake in ritual”19.
 In the same way as there is an obligation to give there is an obligation to 
receive: “One has no right to refuse a gift, or to refuse to attend the potlatch. To 
act in this way is to show that one is afraid of having to reciprocate, to fear being 
‘flattened’ [i.e. losing one’s name] until one has reciprocated. In reality this is 
already to be ‘flattened’. It is to ‘lose the weight’ attached to one’s name”20. Fina-
lly, there is the obligation to return, which, too, is part of the nature of the 
potlatch. Indeed, “normally, the potlatch must be reciprocated with interest, as 
must indeed every gift”21. Not to give at all, not to give enough, or to give in the 
wrong way, to refuse to receive, or not to return: all this means losing one’s face, 
and in the worst-case scenario, it can mean a declaration of war22.  

 Apart from the kula ring and potlatch as forms of non-economic, ritual 
exchanges with compulsory giving, receiving, and returning, there is a third 
phenomenon discussed by Mauss that deserves special mention: the hau, which 
is the spirit of the thing given as recounted by the Māori. They describe the hau 
as a mystical force by which the gift wants to return to the giver. To hang on to 
it, not to pass it on to another, is to bring destruction upon oneself.  As one Māori 
informer, cited by Mauss, puts it:

 Mauss comments on these words as follows: “What imposes obligation 
in the present received and exchanged, is the fact that the thing received is not 
inactive. Even when it has been abandoned by the giver, it still possesses some-
thing of him. Through it the giver has a hold over the beneficiary just as, being its 
owner, through it he has a hold over the thief”24. The giver of the gift remains 
present in the gift. As Mauss puts it: “Hence it follows that to make a gift of 
something to someone is to make a present of some part of oneself”25.

Jacques Derrida and the Problem of the Altruistic Gift

 When the French philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) reads Marcel 
Mauss, he objects to the idea of a compulsory exchange. If one must give, receive, 
and return, then one of the characteristics that most people acknowledge is 
essential to the gift would seem to be completely absent: the gift’s gratuity. The 
gift, if it is truly to be such, would need to be gratuitous, without obligation to be 
given or received in the first place, and without imposing any duty to being 
repaid. For Derrida, the gift must not in any way indebt the beneficiary toward 
the benefactor. The fact is that for the French deconstructionist, every debt 
amounts to a damage. If the benefactor wants to do good to the beneficiary, he or 
she cannot impose a debt on the him or her, which would be to the other’s harm 
rather than to his or her good. For Derrida, even the beneficiary’s simple recogni-
tion of the gift as gift would mean annulling the gift. The recognition would be a 
sort of “paying back” of a debt, while both a debt and a return must be excluded. 
We read: 
 

19 Ibidem.

  
20  Ibidem, 52.
  

21  Ibidem, 53.
  
22  Cf. Ibidem, 7.

23  Ibidem, 15.
  

24  Ibidem.
  
25  Ibidem, 16.

  

26  DERRIDA (1992: 13). 

The taonga [gift] and all goods termed strictly personal possess a hau, a spiritual 
power. You give me one of them, and I pass it on to a third party; he gives another 
to me in turn, because he is impelled to do so by the hau my present possesses. I, 
for my part, am obliged to give you that thing because I must return to you what 
is in reality the effect of the hau of your taonga23.

For there to be a gift, it is necessary that the donee not give back, amortize, reim-
burse, acquit himself, enter into a contract, and that he never have contracted a 
debt…. It is thus 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 present to him 
as present, this simple recognition suffices to annul the gift. Why? Because it gives 
back, in the place, let us say, of the thing itself, a symbolic equivalent26.
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Derrida explicitly excludes any reciprocity whatsoever: 

 Aware of the fact that what he is asking for a lot, Derrida admits that 
ultimately “these conditions of possibility of the gift … designate simultaneously 
the conditions of the impossibility of the gift”28, which is why, further on, he 
speaks of the “madness of the gift” that sends into crisis what others have seen 
as the logic and the law of the gift29 . 
 The French philosopher has simply brought to their head certain convic-
tions about the gift that are quite widespread and commonplace: the gift has to 
be entirely gratuitous; it must not be the source of any indebtedness on the part 
of the beneficiary, and it must not be the motive of any advantage on the part of 
the benefactor; the gift must be completely disinterested and altruistic; no repay-
ment—in any coin whatsoever—must be expected. By describing types of social 
exchange that involve obligatory giving, receiving, and returning, Marcel Mauss 
would seem to have spoken of something else. The gift needs to be disinterested, 
altruistic. However, we must keep in mind that if all this were true, then Derri-
da’s conclusions would indeed follow. The conditions of the gift would be the 
conditions of its impossibility, since the very moment the gift appeared as gift, it 
would cancel itself as gift. 

Thomas Aquinas and the Co-existence of Gratuity and a Moral Debt

 As unfamiliar and positively strange as some of the customs described by 
Mauss may seem to us, and even if the convictions about the gift’s disinterested-
ness may be deeply engrained in our culture, the fact is that we find analogous 
observations already in Saint Thomas Aquinas and in Seneca, on whom the 
Angelic Doctor mainly bases himself in his discussion of gratitude. The gift is the 
source of a debt which the beneficiary is bound to return. There is indeed a para-
llel between the practices of the indigenous populations, described by Mauss, 
and the analyses of Saint Thomas. It is important, however, to emphasize that 
Thomas distinguishes between a legal and a moral debt. A legal debt results from 
a contractual agreement and needs to be paid in justice according to these terms. 
A moral debt results from someone being the beneficiary of another’s gift. It is a 
debt of love that one will not repay at once as if compelled by legal stipulations. 
Rather the grateful beneficiary will render it spontaneously, waiting for the 
appropriate time, when repayment will be most beneficial30. It is a repayment 
that resides to a large extent in the affection rather than in its actual effects31. 
Here Thomas cites Seneca: “Who receives a favor gratefully, has already begun 
to pay it back: and that we are grateful for favors received should be shown by 
the outpourings of the heart, not only in his hearing but everywhere”32. Repay-
ment does not need to be in kind, which would be quite difficult especially in 
cases where a poor person is the beneficiary of someone rich. Here again, Aqui-
nas draws on Seneca’s wisdom: “There are many ways of repaying those who 
are well off, whatever we happen to owe them; such as good advice, frequent 
fellowship, affable and pleasant conversation without flattery”33. 

 

 As to the question of paying back favors with interest, here, too there is a 
certain congruence between Thomas/Seneca and Mauss. For Thomas, 

27 Ibidem, 12

28 Ibidem, 13.
  
29  Ibidem, 35.

  

  

30 THOMAS AQUINAS, Summa 
Theologiae (STh), II-II, 106, 3 ad 6.
  
31   STh, II-II, 106, 3, ad 5.

32  STh, II-II, 106, 3, ad 5; SENECA 
(1935: II, 22, 1). 
 

33  STh, II-II, 106, 3, ad 5; SENECA 
(1935: VI, 29, 2). 

For there to be a gift, there must be no reciprocity, return, exchange, countergift, 
or debt. If the other gives me back or owes me or has to give me back what 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 
differance27.  

 
gratitude regards the favor received according the intention of the benefactor; 
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 obliga-
tion to bestow something gratis in return. Now he does not seem to bestow some-
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 What is particularly fascinating about this passage is the fact that Thomas 
does not see the least conflict between the gratuity of the gift and the moral 
obligation to make a return. For much of modern moral philosophy, the very 
idea that someone could be morally obliged to bestow something gratis would 
appear to be a contradiction in terms. The reason for these difficulties lies in the 
legalistic nature of much of modern moral philosophy, which makes it hard still 
to perceive the difference between a legal and a moral obligation. As we are now 
turning to Marcel Hénaff’s interpretation of Mauss’ Essay, we hold on the thou-
ght that, at least to the mind of Thomas Aquinas, the notions of gratuity and 
obligation are not mutually exclusive and that to him, the idea that one could be 
obliged gratuitously to repay even more than what one has gratuitously received 
is not only not absurd but stands to reason. As Marcel Hénaff sheds light on 
Mauss’ descriptions, he may incidentally also help us to come to a better grasp of 
the Angelic Doctor. 

Marcel Hénaff and the Gift as Pact of Recognition

 Hénaff grants to Jacques Derrida and others that there seems to be a 
broad consensus in contemporary society that giving a gift “is to provide a good 
or service in a disinterested way—that is, without any expectation or guarantee 
of reciprocation”35. On this view, a gift is not the source of any obligation what-
soever, and therefore, whatever type of social exchange Mauss might have 
described, he would have been wrong in calling it by the name of “gift”. Hénaff 
responds to this challenge by pointing out that in our experience we can find at 
least three categories of the gift. There is indeed, for one, what Mauss named the 
“archaic” gift, but which Hénaff prefers to call the “ceremonial” gift; second, 
there is what Hénaff refers to as the “gracious or oblative gift,” and finally, the 
gift in the sense of “mutual aid, associated with either social solidarity or philan-
thropy”36.
 Hénaff makes a generally convincing case for his distinctions. Only the 
ceremonial gift, which is necessarily public, carries with it a strict obligation to 
reciprocate. For him, “ceremonial exchanges are understood as exchanges not of 
goods, but of symbols, and more precisely as public procedures of reciprocal recog-
nition among groups”37. The ceremonial gift serves as an invitation to form an 
alliance between groups. Its point is the mutual recognition of the parties invol-
ved and therefore it requires a response. It is therefore necessarily public and 
belongs to the realm of the political. What is exchanged is nothing useful, but 
something precious that carries symbolic value. One may think here of works of 
art or historically significant objects exchanged by heads of state on the occasion 
of a state visit. The oblative gift, in contrast, may be private, and it is mostly 
unilateral. Hénaff provides the example of parents giving presents to their 
children, for instance on their birthdays38. The gift of mutual aid, in turn, 
responds to situations of particular need, whether on the personal level or on the 
level of groups or nations. It is the response to specific crises, like accidents, natu-
ral disasters or war39. Here, what is given is a useful gift, not a symbolic one and 
certainly no immediate reciprocation is being expected. 
 Introducing the distinction between ceremonial, oblative, and solidaric 
gift, Hénaff certainly manages to shed important light on the notion of the gift. 
Indeed, according to him, one needs to “accept that there are at least three para-
digms” of the gift rather than just one40. His point is that when we speak about 
the gifts exchanged by heads of state, the gifts given by parents to their young 
children, and the gifts given by individuals, groups or nations to neighboring 

34 STh, II-II, 106, 6.

35 HÉNAFF (2020: 36). 

36 Ibidem, 37.

37  Ibidem, 38-39.

38  Cf. ibidem, 37.
  

39  Cf. ibidem, 38.
  

40  Ibidem, 39.

thing 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 gratitude always inclines, as far as 
possible, to pay back something more”34.  
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citizens affected by calamities, one is not using the word “gift” in a univocal way. 
This consideration can be readily granted. However, by referring to “three para-
digms” of the gift, and by claiming that the ceremonial gift “as a specifically 
public form of gift exchange among established groups no longer constitutes a 
dominant phenomenon in modern societies”41, one may wonder whether Héna-
ff’s distinctions do not suggest equivocation. If indeed, as Hénaff proposes, “the 
ceremonial gift is above all a procedure of public reciprocal recognition among groups in 
traditional societies, particularly those without a state structure”42, and if it is true 
that in modern states its function as guarantee of public reciprocal recognition 
among the members of society has by and large been taken up by “the law and the 
whole of the political and legal institutions,”43 then one may wonder whether his 
profound analysis of the ceremonial gift is little more than of historical interest. 
Is the ceremonial gift—as “a procedure of alliance whose purpose is the recipro-
cal recognition of the parties involved”44—a thing of the past, or, if it is still 
around today, is it nonetheless entirely limited to societies without public legal 
institutions and without a central state? If this were so, the ceremonial gift 
should be of little concern to us. 
 However, there are passages in his text that suggest that by speaking of 
“three paradigms of the gift”, Hénaff does not mean to equivocate on the term 
“gift”. Indeed, what he effectively seems to proposes is an “analogy of the gift”, 
even though he does not use this expression. Reading his text carefully, one can 
conclude that ultimately for him, every form of gift-giving contains a central 
characteristic of the ceremonial gift. Inasmuch as “the primary purpose of 
exchange rituals is not to give goods, but to recognize one another publicly as 
parties in an alliance conducted through the goods exchanged”, one can say that 
the ceremonial gift is “a specifically human act of public recognition”45. As such 
it is nothing less than “an act foundational of humankind”, and “its model is 
found across every relationship among humans”. And here Hénaff explicitly 
includes relationships “that involve the other two forms of gift discussed 
above”46. Inasmuch as the ceremonial gift is an act of public recognition, it 
reveals what is at the foundation of human society, namely precisely this: 
mutual recognition. As our author puts it, “Every encounter or social relations-
hip presupposes the act of reciprocal recognition, and designates every human 
to every other as a being that must be considered in his/her dignity and respec-
ted unconditionally”47. Thus, the oblative and the solidaric gift, too, are forms of 
recognition, and calling all three “paradigms” of the gift by the same name of 
“gift”, one does not commit an act of equivocation. There is an analogy of the gift 
that turns around the act of recognition. 
 Hénaff insists that the ceremonial gift is a pact of recognition, manifes-
ting the fact that recognition of the other as someone like me is at the very basis 
of society. It is therefore curious that at one point he would strictly separate the 
notion of gift from that of contract: “Gift and contract are opposite concepts”48. It 
is true that “contracts aim at the strict equality and mutual profit of the parties”, 
while the gift “is viewed as obligatory only because it involves prestige, honor, 
and the self of the giver”49, thereby going beyond considerations of equality and 
thus also transcending the strict demands of justice. However, it is one thing to 
go beyond; it is another to be opposed. Exchanges aiming at equality, which are 
governed by the demands of justice and are often formalized by contracts, would 
indeed seem to presuppose the mutual recognition of the parties. We do not 
negotiate contracts with someone we do not recognize as someone like us. One 
may think here of the Athenian invaders’ rather cynical reply to the Melians’ 
appeal to justice as recounted by Thucydides: “You know as well as we do that 
the right, as the world goes, is only in question between equal power, while the 
strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must”50. Here the Athe-
nians refuse to enter into contractual negotiations with the Melians, not even 
recognizing the latter as potential party to an agreement. Conversely, acknowledging

41 Ibidem, 38.
  
42  Ibidem, 40.
  

43  Ibidem, 47.
  
44  Ibidem, 45.

45   Ibidem, 46.

46  Ibidem.

47  Ibidem. 
  

48  Ibidem, 36.
  

49  Ibidem.

50 THUCYDIDES (1951: 331, Book 
V, 17).
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someone else’s demands of justice (of the “right”) by that very fact means recog-
nizing the other as someone like me, at least in relevant respects. The gift goes 
beyond justice and thus beyond contractual stipulations. Yet it would not seem 
to be opposed to justice but build on it. A contract is a first and basic form of recog-
nition, which the gift transcends. As a condition of its possibility, the contract 
presupposed a minimal amount of mutual recognition. The gift, instead, does 
not only presuppose this mutual recognition but aims at manifesting it. 
 The fact that the gift, even as ceremonial gift, is not a thing of the past, but 
still present and highly relevant even in societies with a centralized state and 
institutionalized forms of public recognition, such as laws, parliaments, and 
courts, is acknowledged by Hénaff himself when he recounts Lévi-Strauss’ 
example about gift-giving and its underlying motivation. Hénaff summarizes 
Lévi-Strauss’ account in this way:

 
 Here we have a clear instance of what Hénaff calls a ceremonial gift. The 
gift of wine of one stranger to another is not an oblative gift, because ultimately 
each party later receives back what he or she had initially offered; nor is it the 
case of a solidaric gift, since one’s neighbor at table is not in need. The gift here 
is strictly speaking an offer of recognition, which, as Hénaff points out, is always 
also a request for recognition: “Recognition can only be reciprocal”52. If the gift is 
an offer and at the same time a request for recognition, then reciprocity is part 
and parcel of its logic. The dinner guests’ purpose in pouring the wine into their 
neighbor’s glass is precisely to tell their neighbor, “You exist for me”. Here, then, 
one can see the ground for the obligation to reciprocate. Not to do likewise and 
pour one’s own wine into one’s neighbor’s glass is not a simple omission, but a 
positive offense, a declaration of war. It is to say, “All right, I count for you, but I 
did not invite you. You, in any case, do not count for me”.
 Reciprocity, or, if we want “repayment”, is obligatory as long as one 
wants to continue to take part in what Hénaff calls a type of game. According to 
him, we can understand the obligation to reply once we realize that “what we are 
dealing with is the structure of a game, and an alternation principle akin to that 
of any game with more than one player. To enter the game is to accept as a prin-
ciple the obligation to reply … To fail to reply is to give up the game”53. The 
“game”, here, is of course a serious one; it is the game of mutual recognition. A 
neutral stance is impossible the moment I am confronted with another human 
being. Not greeting the stranger with whom I am taking the elevator; not saying 
a word to the unknown neighbor at my dinner table in an overcrowded restau-
rant, not to acknowledge the other with whom I’m crossing paths on a lonely 
road, or even worse, not to reciprocate a gesture of recognition like a salutation 
once it has been offered: All this in the last analysis amounts to a refusal to enter 
the “game”; it is a refusal of recognition, which is already an ever so subtle decla-
ration of war. If war is the refusal of recognition, then peace is not simply the 
absence of war but the constant effort and commitment to recognize the other, 
finding ever new ways of doing do. Thus peace is an activity, even more so than 
war is. The gift as a pact of recognition is at its core. The spirit of the gift, the mys-
terious hau in the discourse of the Māori, is now revealed to be “the very spirit of 
reciprocity”54 .
 

51 HÉNAFF (2020: 79).

52 Ibidem, 49.
  

53 Ibidem, 44.
  

54 Ibidem, 33.

In certain modest restaurants with a single menu, where a great diversity of 
people come to have lunch, small wine flasks, whose price is included in the fare, 
are placed in front of every plate. The customers often find themselves sitting 
facing or next to strangers. A remarkable event ensues: Every customer pours the 
content of his/her own flask into the glass of the customer facing or next to him 
/her, who then reciprocates the gesture; this leads to a conversation. What has 
happened? Almost nothing—and almost everything: As the permutation of an 
identical good the exchange is a zero-sum gain; and yet through this gesture each 
participant expresses to the other his/her wish to recognize him/her and honor 
his/her presence. Each has told the other: You exist for me, I demonstrate this to 
you, and I respect you51 .



57 | Sit ecclesia domus            3/1 (2023)

 Having established that the ceremonial gift is still relevant and wides-
pread today, even in contemporary societies, and having argued that what 
Hénaff says about it applies analogously to every gift, we will proceed further 
with his description of the ceremonial gift, emphasizing an aspect that will 
reveal itself particularly relevant when it comes to applying our findings to John 
Paul II’s discussion of the gift as found in the pope’s theology of the body. This 
aspect is the following: in Hénaff’s interpretation of Mauss, the gift is at the servi-
ce of the covenant. We read: 

 To inaugurate a relationship of reciprocal recognition is to enter into an 
alliance with someone. This pact of recognition is mediated by a third-party 
thing that is the symbol of the alliance. In concluding covenants, the ancient 
Greeks and Romans had the practice of breaking pottery in half and handing 
over to each party one of the broken pieces, which was precisely called the 
symbolon56. Closer to our own days, we may think of the wedding ring exchanged 
by spouses on their wedding day. The third-party element, the gift, is absolutely 
needed to unite the two parties. As Hénaff puts it, “There is no covenant without 
an ark of the covenant”57. Inasmuch as the gift is meant to signify oneself and 
commit one’s very self, one may even think of today’s custom of giving one’s 
signature as a related practice, at times even a functional equivalent. Through the 
gift, in any case, “men had learnt how to pledge their honour and their name 
long before they knew how to sign the latter”58.
  One can read the incest taboo, which according to Lévi-Strauss can be 
almost universally verified across human cultures, in the light of these reflec-
tions on the gift. Put positively, the taboo against incest is the requirement of 
exogamy: marriage cannot be within a given kinship group, but requires families 
to open up and form alliances with other families59. In traditional societies, the 
third-party element, the symbol of the alliance, the “ark of the covenant”, if we 
want, was precisely the woman, that is, the daughter or sister that is given into 
marriage to another kinship group. She is, as Lévi-Strauss puts it, “the supreme 
gift,”60 and exogamy is revealed to be “the supreme rule of the gift”61. In Hénaff’s 
terms, the incest taboo turns out to be “a positive imperative of reciprocity”62.  
This reciprocity does not need to be direct. It can be what Mauss calls an “indirect 
alternating reciprocity”63. Formulated in general terms, it is “the reciprocity that 
makes me give back to C what I received from A, and that C will give back to D, 
and so on, without there ever being a return to the previous giver”64. Kinship 
group A gives its daughter for a wife to kinship group B and ends up receiving 
for one of their sons a daughter from kinship group C. No direct return or simple 
exchange is made, nor is it necessary. As long as all kinship groups agree to give 
their daughters or sisters in marriage outside their own circle—as long, that is, as 
all honor the requirement of exogamy—then alliances between families are built 
by this indirect alternating reciprocity, which, incidentally, is at work also in the 
relationships between generations65.
 But where does the importance of forming alliances come from in the first 
place? According to Hénaff, it has to do with our very identity as human beings. 
Already Aristotle spoke of human beings as political animals66, possessed of 
language and thus capable of governing their common lives by laws, conven-
tions, and covenants. Inasmuch as humans are living beings who have the word, 
they can also give their word. Many years after Aristotle, Adam Smith pointed 
out that “nobody ever saw a dog make a fair and deliberate exchange of one 
bone for another with another dog”67. Hénaff sums up Smith point by saying that    
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63 MAUSS (1971: 141) : “Voilà ce 
que j’appelle la réciprocité alterna-
tive indirecte”. Cf. HENAFF (2018: 
48).
  
64 HENAFF (2018: 47) (my own 
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The reciprocal gift is nothing else than the inaugurating gesture of reciprocal 
recognition among humans, a gesture unique among living beings in that it is 
performed through the mediation of an object from the world, or more precisely a 
third-party thing—but not just any thing: It must come from the self and stand for 
the Self as part of his very being and witness to the commitment made55.
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“among animals no convention has ever been observed”68: alliances, contracts, 
laws, all these are peculiar to human beings.  Being able to follow “procedures by 
which they commit themselves by giving to Others something of their own as a 
guarantee and substitute of themselves”69 is something that humans alone can do. 
And it is something they need to do so in order to become what they truly are. 
Hénaff proposes to call by the name of “Self” an agent who is “accountable for 
him/herself to other agents over a period of time”70. This accountability is just 
another word for alliance, covenant, contract, promise. We can conclude: no 
covenant, no self. Or, to say it once more with Hénaff, “We are humans to the 
extent that we go out of the ‘natural’ group of consanguineous relatives through 
the recognition of and alliance with those other than ourselves: To be what we are, 
we need to recognize what we are not”71. 

Saint John Paul II and the Gift in the Theology of the Body

 What is the main result of the hermeneutics of the gift in which we have 
engaged so far? We have seen that the notion of the gift is strictly correlated to 
that of the covenant. In Marcel Mauss, and particularly in Marcel Hénaff’s inter-
pretation of Mauss’ findings, the gift is a pact of recognition. It is an invitation to 
form an alliance and therefore requires reciprocity. The very spirit of the gift, the 
Māori’s hau, is the spirit of reciprocity. There is nothing magical or superstitious 
about this notion. Already Saint Thomas Aquinas said very similar things from a 
philosophical and theological point of view. According to him, “every effect 
turns naturally to its cause … The natural order requires that he who has recei-
ved a favor should, by repaying the favor, turn to his benefactor according to the 
mode of each”72. The gift is the symbol of the covenant. By giving, receiving and 
returning the gift—by entering into relations of mutual recognition—human 
beings actualize their very selfhood; they become fully what they already are. 
 In the light of this hermeneutics of the gift, let us now proceed to inter-
pret a number of important affirmations that John Paul II makes in his Cateche-
ses on human love in the divine plan, and in particular in Catecheses 13 to 22, 
dedicated to the topic of “Man in the Dimension of Gift”. John Paul II begins this 
section of his work by reflecting on the meaning of creation. The meaning of 
creation is gift. In fact, “creation constitutes the fundamental and original gift”73. 
And while it is true that “every creature bears within itself the sign of the original 
and fundamental gift”, it is also true that “in the account of the creation of the 
visible world, giving has meaning only in relation to man. In the whole work of 
creation, it is only about him that one can say, a gift has been granted: the visible 
world has been created ‘for him’”74. In other words, while without the human 
person, the creation of the visible world would always have meant God’s calling 
things into being out of nothing, it would nonetheless not have had the character 
of a “gift”.
 One could object and say that the lions, tigers, and bears also enjoy the 
goods of creation. Why can creation not be called a gift for them, at least not 
properly speaking?  John Paul II himself clarifies that the giving of a gift “indica-
tes the one who gives and the one who receives the gift, as well as the relation 
established between them”75. But could one not say that certainly the animals, 
and perhaps even all living creature, certainly enjoy being alive and enjoy the 
world. Are they not in some ways receiving the gift of life and the goods of the 
earth? If we understand creation as a gift in the ceremonial sense, then we can see 
it as the very first opening gift that invites to reciprocity and seeks to establish an 
alliance. In this sense, then, a gift can be granted strictly speaking only to one 
who is able to enter into a covenant, one who is able to reciprocate. And while 
cats and horses can receive their being, they cannot recognize the giver as giver, 
and they are unable to make a return. Only a “self”, a “someone” who can be 
accountable for him or herself can do so. With the creation of this someone, 
something new happens: the world becomes a gift, creation becomes a covenant. 
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This is why, in a passage very dear to Hannah Arendt, St. Augustine can distin-
guish between the beginning of the world as principium and the beginning of the 
human being as initium: “That a beginning be made, man was created before 
whom there was nobody”76. The pronoun Augustine uses here is the personal 
one: nullus. There was no one before the creation of the human being. Only with 
Adam, someone was created, someone capable of reciprocating, someone who 
can respond to the gift. 
 The very reason why the visible world was not a gift before the creation 
of Adam is also the reason for why no suitable help was found for him among 
the animals. John Paul II puts it this way: “None of these beings (animalia), in fact, 
offers man the basic conditions that make it possible to exist in a relation of 
reciprocal gift”77. For him, “the gift reveals … the very essence of the person”, 
who realizes him or herself only “by existing ‘with someone’—and … by existing 
‘for someone’”78. Here again, the gift is related to the covenant: it is about a way of 
living together signed by mutual trust and recognition. 
 Though the Polish Pontiff at times speaks of “disinterested” gift, he also 
makes it clear that the gift by its nature requires reciprocity. There may be a 
number of legitimate ways of interpreting this expression, but one option must 
definitively be excluded: “disinterested gift” cannot mean a unilateral, entirely 
oblative gift that is not interested in the other’s response. For John Paul II the gift 
is necessarily reciprocal, and only as a “reciprocal ‘for’” it establishes the com-
munion of persons79. In other words, a communion comes about by means of a 
communication. What is communicated in the communion of persons is precise-
ly the gift, and here more specifically: the gift of one’s entire life—to the degree 
that this is possible this side of heaven and apart from the gift of self in martyr-
dom, the gift of self in its most literal and radical form. 
 In his meditations on the gift, written in 1994 but published only posthu-
mously in 2006, John Paul II asks the question, “Can one man say to another, 
‘God has given you to me’”80? The entire text is a reflection on this one question. 
The answer is emphatically in the affirmative. John Paul II points out that 
“people live not only alongside one another, but also in manifold relationships. 
They live for each other … Not only do they give themselves to each other, but 
God also gives them to one another”81. Commenting on Adam’s experience when 
first beholding Eve, the Polish Pontiff surmises that the first man would have 
surely thought: “God gave you to me82.  Now if Eve is a gift from God to Adam, 
then she herself is a symbol of the giver. The giver is present in her. It is by giving 
her to Adam, that God invites him to a covenant. If she is the covenant pledge, 
the symbol of God’s covenantal offer, then marriage is indeed a natural sacra-
ment. It is the sign and instrument of God’s covenant with mankind. Eve is the 
only creature created after Adam and thus in a special sense she has been created 
for him. She is God’s entirely special gift to Adam: the “supreme gift” as 
Lévi-Strauss put it, or even the very first “ark of the covenant”, as Marcel Hénaff 
formulated it. She is the sign of the first covenant.
 One can thus also understand the link that John Paul II sees between “the 
mystery of creation, as a gift that springs from Love, and that beatifying ‘begin-
ning’ of man’s existence as male and female, in the whole truth of their bodies 
and of their sexes, which is the simple and pure truth of communion between 
persons”83. The creation of Eve as gift from God to Adam is the confirmation and 
consummation of the covenant of creation. Sexual difference—the human 
being’s creation as male and female—is then the sign and symbol of the covenant 
of creation. The creation of Eve, the gift of the woman, is the intensification of 
this covenantal offer. God invites Adam and Eve to a covenant with him. Their 
sexual difference is a corporeal sign of this invitation. As in Mauss and Hénaff, 
so in the book of Genesis, the gift as a covenantal offer needs a response. The gift 
requires reciprocity. We know how the story continued. Here is the whole drama 
of salvation history…  
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Conclusion

 In his Catecheses on human love in the divine plan, John Paul II seeks 
arrive at what he calls an “adequate anthropology”. For him, the key to reaching 
this goal is to read human experience in the light of a “hermeneutics of the gift”. 
In his writings, the pope’s hermeneutics of the gift is clearly taken in the subjecti-
ve sense of the genitive. The category of the gift is the principle used by the scien-
ce of interpretation to shed light on human experience. At the same time, the 
category of the gift is by and large being taken for granted in the pope’s analyses. 
In this present article, I have proposed a hermeneutics of the gift in the objective 
sense of the genitive, making the gift an object of the science of interpretation, 
mostly drawing on the findings and proposals of Marcel Mauss and scholars 
taking their bearings from him. We have seen that the gift in Maussian 
terms—and especially in the interpretation given to Mauss by Marcel Héna-
ff—the gift is a pact of recognition. Presenting a gift to someone means to invite 
the other to enter into an alliance, to build communion. For this reason, the gift 
requires reciprocity. Mauss’ three dimensions of the gift: to give, to receive, and 
to reciprocate, are all strictly obligatory, in the sense that they are necessary if we 
want to be what we truly are as human beings made for communion and made 
for the covenant. 
 Confronting these findings with John Paul II’s theology of the body, we 
have seen that the pope, too, understands the gift as a reality that is connected to 
the covenant. Creation as the first gift is God’s initial invitation of his rational 
creatures to communion. The creation of Eve can be seen as the sealing of the 
covenant of creation. To say it in the words of Lévi-Strauss, she is the “supreme 
gift” to Adam, by which God invites Adam to enter his covenant. The hermeneu-
tics of the gift provided by Mauss and his interpreters has shown us the deepest 
reasons of one of the fundamental insights of John Paul II’s theology of the body: 
“There is a strong link between the mystery of creation, as a gift that springs 
from Love, and that beatifying ‘beginning’ of man’s existence as male and fema-
le”84. The sexual difference between man and woman and their union in matri-
mony is a sign of God’s first covenant of creation. It is God who gives the spouses 
to each other, each being God’s gift for the other. In accepting and loving each 
other, they accept and love God, the giver, who in making this gift also makes “a 
present of some part of himself”85.

84  Ibidem.
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