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If Creation is a Gift: 

From Derrida to the Earth (An Introduction) 

Mark Manolopoulos 

In the late 1990s I was introduced to Continental philosophy. I was 
particularly drawn to Jacques Derrida�s thoughts on the gift.1 As many of 
you will know, Derrida�s Given Time (published in English in 1992) scan-
dalously problematized one of our most treasured and � one would think � 
straightforward phenomena: gift-giving.2 For those of you unfamiliar with 
this argument, it goes something like this: the gift is a problem or aporia 
because, while it is ordinarily understood as that which is given gratuitously 
(without condition), there is nevertheless always an exchange of some 
kind, ranging from responses like gratitude, thanksgiving, counter-gifting, 
indebtedness, and so on. 

Exchange marks all three aspects of gift/ing: giver, gift, and recipient. 
To begin with, the giver receives something in return: be it another gift, 
gratitude, self-congratulation, or even hostility � for even displeasure or re-
jection gives back to the gift-giver their identity.3 The gift-thing itself likewise 
does not escape exchange economy.4 Whether it is a thing, an intention, a 
value, or a symbol, it is nevertheless identified as a gift and this recognition 
brings it into the circle of reciprocity. If the gift is not identified as such, then 
it would perhaps elude the circle � remain aneconomic � but then it would 
no longer be phenomenally recognized as such. Derrida muses: �There 
must be chance, encounter, the involuntary, even unconsciousness or dis-
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order, and there must be intentional freedom, and these two conditions 
must � miraculously, graciously � agree with each other.�5 On the part of 
the recipient, the mere recognition of the gift is enough to bring it into circu-
larity. The gift may lead to a countergift or a sense of obligation. An aporia, 
indeed. 

Now, one may object that gift-giving creates bonds rather than obliga-
tions � which is what writers like Marcel Mauss and Lewis Hyde promote in 
light of observations based on some other-than-western cultures.6 But even 
this �softer� kind of circularity is still a figure of exchange: a bond involves 
exchange or the expectation of exchange. (One may note that, for western 
capitalism, �bond� also denotes an interest-bearing investment.) While 
bonding may not be as binding as the gift-giving which typifies contempo-
rary (western) culture, any kind of bond-producing gifting nevertheless 
seems to contrast with the radical gratuity we normally associate with �the 
gift.� To bond and to bind: they differ in terms of the degree of burden and 
expectation, but they remain bound to the relationality that inevitably and 
problematically gives rise to it. 

But what if gifting is generative or spiral-like rather than closed � akin 
to the notion of �paying a gift forward�? Rather than returning the gift or fa-
vor, the gift-recipient gifts to others in a process which is more exponen-
tially disseminative rather than calculatingly reciprocal. (See Catherine 
Ryan Hyde�s book Pay It Forward as a wonderful elucidation of this kind of 
gifting.)7 But even when gifting is generative rather than a closed/closing 
loop, the aporia remains: the gift is still marked by obligation or expectation 
(the obligation to pay forward) � even though this is certainly a less/non-
onerous gifting. 

And so, the gift-aporia remains. Giving credit where credit�s due, I 
would propose that Derrida�s originality lies not so much with a �discovery� 
of the irreducible duality marking the gift, but with his rigorous philosophical 
articulation of what, I suspect, many of us have known (or intuited) all 
along: that the gift is not so �pure� or unconditional, or, perhaps more accu-
rately, that it is both pure and impure, conditional and unconditional, linear 
and reciprocal. Expectation and exchange, on the one hand, coincide with 
autonomy and gratuity, on the other. As annoying as it may sound to minds 
bred on the logic of the either/or (Aristotle lives on), the gift evidently ap-
pears to be an irresolvable paradox or aporia constituted by two irreducibly 
contradictory or heterogeneous elements or sets of elements. 

Now, during my honours year, one of the subjects I took was called 
�Ecology, Gender, and the Sacred� (run by Kate Rigby and Constant 
Mews). If my introduction to Continental theory involved a Copernican re-
evaluation of my thinking (brought up, as I was, on analytic philosophy), 
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then my introduction to ecology can only be described as a revelation: 
ecology�s truth appears obvious to me now, but green theory opened my 
eyes, lifting them up from the page to the world (to echo Yves Bonnefoy�s 
wonderful phrase).8 My introduction to ecology was, in fact, an introduction 
to the Earth. I say �introduction� rather than �re-introduction� or �re-turn� be-
cause, as a Westerner raised on neoplatonic, otherworldly andro-
anthropocentrism, to think of the other-than-human was radically foreign to 
me � and not only me: after all, the ecological crisis amply proves our cor-
porate ignorance, indifference, and hostility towards creation. The Earth is 
a foreign country. 

My introduction to ecology � particularly ecological feminism � was 
challenging not only because it forced me to confront my own corporeality-
denying anthropocentrism, but because these prejudices and blind spots 
substantially mark poststructuralism (please note the qualifier �substan-
tially�). While ecologists� criticisms towards radical philosophy can often be 
caricaturish, wayward, and unjustified, this kind of charge certainly has 
some force, enough force to make one wonder whether � and to what ex-
tent � Continental thought is or may be able to disturb and correct our anti-
ecological thoughts and ways, and thereby help save the Earth. To the 
question �How Green is Pomo Theory?� one must unfortunately answer 
�Not Very!� After all, can one really describe Derrida, Foucault, Lévinas, 
Lacan, etc., as ecological thinkers? This, then, was a worry for me. 

On the other hand, while Continental thought has generally suffered 
from a lack of ecological awareness, green theory itself is not without its 
problems, like the essentialisms and holisms that risk erasing otherness 
and difference. The question therefore arose: could radical philosophy be a 
kind of corrective in some respects? Furthermore, I began to wonder 
whether and how postmodern theory and green theory could inform each 
other. In the midst of this contemplative context, the idea arose � or was 
gift-ed to me � that the insights of these discourses could critically guide 
each other when considering or re-considering a very entrenched, wide-
spread notion: the notion of creation as a gift. This popular notion explicitly 
brings together these two streams of thought. Of course, a third current is 
implicated in this maxim: �creation as a gift� resounds theologically. And so, 
I had myself a subject-matter that would introduce to each other the some-
what disparate, challenging discourses of radical theory, ecology, and, to a 
lesser extent, theology and ecological theology. 

A first step to thinking-through the possibility of creation�s giftness was 
to emphasize that this notion is exactly that: a possibility that could also be 
an actuality. Hence, I eventually titled my work �If Creation is a Gift� and in-
troduced it with a discourse on the proposition�s �ifness�: the �If� signals the 
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suppositional, hermeneutical, undecidable nature of the proposition. There 
is therefore no pretension here that creation�s giftness is a certified fact but 
something that may be the case. While we know that the cosmos is a 
given, we cannot know whether it is also a gift � all the while recognizing or 
remembering that the proposition�s status as a possibility and as an inter-
pretation of what-is is by no means inferior in any sense. (Any imposition of 
inferiority would be generated by the longstanding and unjustified privileg-
ing of actuality over possibility, of decision over undecidability, of knowl-
edge over faith, and so on.)9 

Now, the next task was to define the term �creation� and it was defined 
in its broadest sense: the continually creative, open-ended matrix of mate-
rial entities in their interrelatedness and individuation. Before elucidating 
the most immediately relevant and challenging aspect of this straightfor-
wardly ecological definition of what-is, it is important to offer the caveat that 
my focus lies with creation itself rather than considering the related and 
immediately generated question of who/what gifts creation, for when a gift 
is given one assumes a giver or givers. Straightaway, we must insist that 
the identity of the gift-giver/s is also marked by a certain undecidability: we 
do not know who/what gifts creation (if, indeed, creation is a gift). What we 
can say with some certainty is that creation creates: the matrix poieticizes 
(brings-forth or comes-into-presence), and even autopoieticizes (self-
brings-forth), but we cannot know whether and how this creativity is related 
to the possibility of gifting. 

By suspending the question of the who/what, the issue of creation�s 
giftness is opened up to a wider audience: whether we be believers, unbe-
lievers, or in-betweeners, what is immediately pertinent is whether we fig-
ure creation itself as a gift: since the primary concern here is the gift�s what 
(Earth) rather than its how (God/chaos/Earth itself/etc.), then this herme-
neutic investigation becomes accessible to a wide range of ideological 
positions. All that is required in order for this line of thinking to be 
productive is the acceptance of (or even openness towards) the possibility 
that creation may be a gift. 

A final consideration must be elucidated regarding our definition of 
creation and its pairing with giftness: by proposing that creation is the con-
tinually creative, open-ended matrix of material entities in their interrelated-
ness and individuation, then we come to the surprising and confronting po-
sition that giftness would mark each and every being � including humanly 
manufactured things. Straightaway, we recognize that our all-
encompassing definition and its pairing with the gift thereby exceeds dis-
tinctions like nature/culture or phusis/techne. Giftness is shared by all 
things-in-relation, transcending determinations like �natural� and �humanly 
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made.� This appears strange and challenging: while we may consider 
things like our lives, friendships, majestic mountains, and beautiful sunsets 
as gifts, who would ordinarily consider mundane (mundanus) or banal hu-
manly constructed things like chairs or ashtrays as gifts? 

Indeed, this radically eco-egalitarian proposition (that all material 
things are gifts) immediately raises an important objection: if all things are 
considered gifts, and if we assume that a gift is somehow intrinsically 
�good,� then how can destructive things, like bombs that kill and industri-
ally-technologically generated pollution that disfigures the Earth, be consid-
ered gifts? Briefly, to propose that a thing is a gift does not mean that a 
thing is exclusively reducible to its giftness: a thing may be a gift but it may 
also be more than and otherwise than a gift. While giftness may be a kind 
of common denominator, it does not thereby erase or cancel other determi-
nations of a thing: its giftness is but one of its many possible and/or actual 
aspects (e.g., its givenness, beingness, objectness, etc.). My contention is 
that humanly produced entities (as well as humans themselves) are gifts � 
but gifts that also disfigure and/or destroy other gifts. The gift�s duality in 
this respect is reflected in its etymology: the Greek, dosis, of which �dose� 
is derived, can mean a present, a poison, or a cure; and in German, Gift 
means �poison.�10 

As strange as it sounds, what is crucial to note here is that gifts like 
plastics and bombs are composed of mysterious, miraculous matter (and 
one can recall here thinkers from Pascal to ecologist Freya Mathews), but 
these things� destructive elements derive from a complex matrix of human 
calculation, intervention, construction, and operation.11 

In other words, an entity can only be construed as a non-gift if it is 
measured according to the limited category of its human conception, trans-
formation, and deployment. A bomb-thing, for example, would be a bomb 
and nothing else/more! The thing�s irreducible mystery or excess is ignored 
according to such a perspective, which is, admittedly, the dominant and 
domineering perspective of instrumentalizing anthropocentrism. This kind 
of narrow-mindedness is one of hyper-humanism�s crowning �achieve-
ments�: a thing is construed exclusively as a utensil! Our narrow mindset 
would account for the irritation or hostility that a radical eco-democratism 
may incite, for it challenges the prevailing view. Indeed, the prevailing view 
is so ingrained that calls for a truly ecological egalitarianism even seem 
�counter-intuitive.� 

Of course, I am not suggesting that we continue on the current path of 
designing and manufacturing bombs or Styrofoam cups: what is being pro-
posed and stressed is that all matter � even when it is manipulated by vio-
lent, polluting humans � is marked by giftness. In sum, we should acknowl-
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edge that gift-things are multi-faceted: while a thing is a gift at least in terms 
of its materiality, it can also be destructive according to its human intention, 
production, and operation. 

Having defined our basic terms (�if,� �creation,� �gift�), I then proceeded 
to investigate the ways in which �gift� has been configured biblically, theo-
logically, and philosophically, measuring whether and to what extent these 
configurations disclose and dissect the gift�s radical heterogeneity. To be-
gin with, the Bible proves to be an outstanding literary site disclosing the 
aporetic structure of the gift in all its dumbfounding doublesidedness. 
Young’s Analytical Concordance identifies twenty-one variant meanings, 
ranging from �reward� to �offering� to �bribe� to the �free gift� or �grace.�12 
The First Testament is replete with many instances where the gift is any-
thing but gratuitous, but one of my favorites is when Ezekiel links the act of 
gifting with bribery and defilement; speaking for Yahweh, he proclaims: 
�Gifts are given to all whores; but you gave your gifts to all your lovers, brib-
ing them to come to you from all around for your whorings� (Ezekiel 16.33). 
To be sure, conditional gifts are not limited to the First Testament (e.g., Phi-
lippians 4.17-18).13 As Derrida himself has noted, this kind of heavily circu-
lar gifting � gifting with �strings attached� � aptly reflects the binding nature 
of religion (religare, to bind).14 

Now, such blatant conditionality is strikingly contradictory for those of 
us � perhaps all of us? � who identify the gift in its gratuity. But it is Scrip-
ture itself that announces � perhaps even inaugurates? � the unconditional 
gift. Even the debt-laden First Testament signals this kind of donation: for 
example, at Esther 2.18 we are told that King Ahasuerus �gave gifts with 
royal liberality� to his people upon his marriage to Esther, and this liberality 
signals a gifting unmotivated or less motivated by a logic of circularity. A 
second text is more telling: Ecclesiastes 5.18-19 wisely (and somewhat 
hedonistically?) urges us to enjoy the gift of life.15 In this instance, and 
whether the Ecclesiastician intentionally realizes it or not, the gift�s gratuity 
is reflected in the wise call to enjoy it rather than return it or feel obliged by 
it. The gift�s strings, in this instance, are denied, obscured, or complicated 
by the delight the gift evokes. 

I return to the question of enjoyment as a response to the gift in due 
course, but what is presently worth noting is that these rather rare First-
Testamental moments indicate a more gracious gifting � a giving without 
condition. Of course, the spontaneity of the gift emerges most clearly in the 
Second Testament with its repeated references to grace. Grace is, after all, 
the unconditional, unilateral gift par excellence, freely given by a God to 
purportedly undeserving creatures. In Ephesians 2.8-9, Paul declares: �For 
by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own do-
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ing; it is the gift from God � not the result from works, so that no one may 
boast.� Here the gift is not tied to the receiver�s enterprise. This gift is not 
involved in exchange economy or tied up in cause-and-effect. The grace-
gift is given just for the hell of it. 

However, we shouldn�t be too hasty in adjudging and admiring grace 
as a pure and simple gift, for it too does not elude the gift�s doublebinded-
ness. Statements pertaining to this exemplary unconditional gift neverthe-
less disclose the gift�s entanglement in circularity, thereby adding credence 
to (or perhaps inaugurally indicating?) the gift�s doublehandedness. For in-
stance, the Christic logic in Luke�s Gospel, on the one hand, overturns the 
notion of giving in strictly reciprocal and equivalent terms: �If you lend to 
those from whom you hope to receive, what credit is that to you? ... But 
love your enemies, do good, and [gift], expecting nothing in return� (Luke 
6.35a).16 Nevertheless, this subversive logic immediately reverts to an eco-
nomic rationale, for this kind of giving nevertheless earns divine credit: 
�Your reward will be great� (Luke 6.35b). Here, the two logics (gratuity and 
reward) appear side by side � aporetically. Of course, let us not ignore the 
radicality of �expecting nothing in return,� considering that the logic of ex-
pectation governs the First Testament and its culture/s (a logic which also 
governs contemporary society, which is all about calculations and expecta-
tions of returns).17 And so, despite the reversion to calculation, one never-
theless glimpses the subversive logic of unidirectional gifting, which is also 
evidenced in the call for countless forgiving (Matthew 18.21-22).18 Perhaps 
my favorite instance of the entanglement of gratuity and circularity occurs 
at 1 Corinthians 9.15 when Paul exclaims: �Thanks be to God for [God�s] 
indescribable gift!� Paul offers thanksgiving for a gift that nevertheless ex-
ceeds or eludes return. 

The next part of my study involved locating and examining ways in 
which theologians have broached the question of the gift-aporia. A first dis-
covery was that, prior to the twentieth century, there appears to be a lack of 
any sustained attention paid to this question. In other words, the gift�s dou-
blesidedness went unchecked � a situation all the more fascinating and 
perplexing because, as I have just relayed, the gift�s heterogeneous char-
acter is starkly exposed in the Bible and also because grace has been such 
a massive theological pre-occupation. (One could even think of theology as 
an attempt to reconcile grace and reciprocation.) 

In the twentieth century, the situation regarding the inadequate treat-
ment of the question of the gift changed. The books I analyzed included 
Kenneth Schmitz�s The Gift: Creation (published in 1982); Jean-Luc 
Marion�s God Without Being (published in French in the same year), and 
Stephen Webb�s The Gifting God (released in 1996). As you may note, the 
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first two texts were written before the publication of Derrida�s Given Time: 
they are therefore more prone to entanglement in the tension between ex-
cess and exchange, but even Webb�s book � which acknowledges Der-
rida�s contribution � struggles with the paradox.19 And so, my analysis, 
guided by an acknowledgment and affirmation of the gift�s aporeticity, es-
sentially consisted in locating these texts� moments of entanglement. 

Now, as part of my retracing of the ways in which the gift-aporia has 
been thought or unthought, I also critiqued Marion�s phenomenological re-
figuration. Indeed, Marion rethought the gift in the wake of Derrida�s pro-
vocative treatment. For those of you unfamiliar with Marion�s rethinking, 
what he basically (and brilliantly) does is think the gift without or beyond 
causality, beyond the everyday understanding of gifting as a metaphysical 
chain of giver-gift-recipient: gifting can occur without an identifiable giver or 
gift or recipient. Marion�s phenomenological treatment is powerful, but while 
he appears to evade causality � a noble evasion when the gift burdens � 
his account nevertheless retains the notion of indebtedness (which is an 
exemplary figure of the circle). Indeed, Marion goes so far as to suggest 
that the self is preceded by and defined by this indebtedness.20 Alas, we 
are back to square one: Marion�s postmetaphysical rendering ends up re-
taining the gift�s gratitude and circularity, thereby retaining its aporeticity. 

How critical should we be of such entanglements? First of all, the gift-
aporia (like any paradox) can undo the best of thinkers. Even Derrida him-
self � the thinker par excellence of this conundrum � declared, during an 
exchange with Marion in 1997, that he is �ready to give up the word [gift]. 
Since this word is finally so contradictory.�21 Whether this is just an in-
stance of French melodramatics, or exasperation, or who-know-what (we 
can only go by the letter of the text), Derrida himself is ready to give up on 
the gift because it�s just too damn aporetic! 

We therefore sympathize with those who have considered the gift and 
become unintentionally entangled in it, who want to unchain it from causal-
ity, or who want to abandon it, but our sympathy shouldn�t be absolute, par-
ticularly when the urges to give it up or phenomenologically refigure it relate 
to disengaging the gift�s circular element (gratitude, debt, obligation, recip-
rocity). Why shouldn�t we be too sympathetic in these cases � indeed, why 
should we be somewhat critical? Apart from the nobility in desiring sheer 
gratuity (some of us yearn for a less calculating, more forgiving humanity), 
any ambition to disengage this element is problematic on at least two 
counts. As noted from the beginning, on a theoretical level, the gift itself re-
quires identification in order to be a gift, so its figures of circularity are con-
stitutive of it. The gift is an aporia precisely because of the commerce that 
marks it. (Of course, the gift�s identification can lead to dubious things like a 
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burdensome obligation.) Now, there is also another profoundly positive as-
pect to the retention of the element of exchange: this element signals the 
relationality of the gift and of gifting. This translates ecologically: since we 
are beings-in-relation, gifting will always involve �strings attached.� To have 
�strings attached�: this is precisely what it means to be corporeal. Hence, a 
denial of the gift�s economistic aspect � signaled by things like binding and 
bonding � may be understood as a denial of relationality, of a flight from 
this matrix with its requisite responses and responsibilities.22 

One may draw on an essay by ecotheologian Marion Grau to elucidate 
the necessity of recalling and even promoting the gift�s element of identifi-
cation-relation. In her essay �Erasing �Economy,�� Grau traces the way in 
which, over time, Derrida�s thought on the gift has �taken on remarkably dif-
ferent shapes.�23 She argues that the early Derrida does not choose be-
tween general (excessive) and restricted (exchange) economies, but rather 
negotiates the two. On the other hand, the Villanovian Derrida (together 
with Marion) displays a dubious desire for purity; Grau ponders: �Derrida�s 
attempts to isolate the gift from all polluting economy appear restrictive, if 
not almost oppressive, in what seems a drive for purity and transcendence� 
and �We might wonder whether the gift, given without return and reciproc-
ity, truly represents a desirable alternative to [exchange] economy.�24 This 
line of questioning provides a second crucial eco-political reason for the 
conservation of the gift�s tension: if we apply the concept and phenomenon 
of �gift� to corporeal things, that is, if we consider the matrix of material be-
ings as gift/s, then the preservation of the element of identification (circular-
ity, exchange) reflects and promotes the reality of relationality (reciprocity, 
interdependency). In other words, if excess signifies things like linearity and 
singularity, then exchange denotes � and reminds us of � our interrelated-
ness and interindebtedness. If thinkers devote too much time on excess or 
individuation, there is a danger that the element of our radical interconnect-
edness is ignored, marginalized, devalued, or forgotten. 

That is why, in response to Derrida�s desire for the pure or non-
reciprocal gift, Grau questions its eco-political resonance: �Is an �untied� gift 
in any way salvific for our relations? Exploitative economies have often de-
pended upon the nonreciprocity of women or slaves to be the willingly or 
unwillingly �gifting� contributors ... so that those in power could convert this 
symbolic capital that came to them as a �gift� that could be converted into 
realized capital owned by those in power. Is not part of the problem in 
economies that they have not respected enough the need for a somewhat 
balanced reciprocity, that women, slaves, creation, environment have been 
excluded from a truly reciprocal and inclusive economy?�25 

Hence, in order to redress and restrict this drive towards the pure or 
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absolute, thinking the two elements of the gift together ensures that the 
element of circularity opens up the re-integration of relation and reciprocity 
as crucial and undeniable � a re-integration which is all the more vital in an 
age of unparalleled ecological devastation. We should therefore think the 
gift�s relationality and reciprocity � and not just excess and gratuity � for 
creation�s sake. 

And so, any radical suspension or denial of the gift�s aspect of identifi-
ability appears to be an excessive move � both theoretically and eco-
politically � which means that remaining faithful to its contradictory duality is 
warranted on both counts. Furthermore � and somewhat surprisingly � this 
tension actually provides an opening for action (as I explain in a moment), 
particularly when it comes to figuring and encountering the Earth as a gift-
aporia (if it is one). 

Now, before I offer a few thoughts regarding responses by intentional 
agents that would be informed by this tension, it is important to note how 
the creation-gift�s excess precedes and overcomes us. In other words, the 
creation-gift precedes and exceeds the gift-recipient. This precedence and 
overwhelmingness may be expressed by phenomena like astonishment 
and wonder.26 One of the most ecologically significant things about these 
kinds of pre-subjective �reactions� is that they are very ecological: by defini-
tion, this passivity allows the world to be (gift), rather than being mastered, 
controlled, commodified, and disfigured by us humans. If anything, we gift-
recipients are, in a sense, acted upon by the creation-gift � in the most 
wonderful (and sometimes challenging ways) � rather than acting upon it in 
often disfigurative and destructive ways. 

Of course, we must also consider how we, as intentional agents, do 
and should respond to the creation-gift in modes that respect and reflect 
this irreducible heterogeneity, and it is in this respect that a radical gift her-
meneutics can also be a kind of ethico-politics. So, how can the double-
sidedness of the Earth-gift inform our conscious interactivity with it? After 
all, one would expect a kind of �paralysis� rather than an opening when 
faced with the gift�s double-bind (excess/exchange). So, how to get out of 
this bind? Paradoxically, a solution lies not so much with finding a way out 
of the aporia but by moving within it. But what kind of movement is one 
which is nevertheless seized? 

Oscillation represents this kind of paradoxical movement, character-
ized as it is by a rotating action that is nevertheless steadfast; to oscillate is 
�To swing backwards and forwards, like a pendulum; to vibrate; to move to 
and fro between two points. To fluctuate between two opinions, principles, 
purposes, etc., each of which is held in succession; to vary between two 
limits which are reached alternately.�27 Unceasing alternation saves the 
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gift�s irresolvable � and, as I explain shortly, ecologically productive � ten-
sion, reflecting and preserving its giftness, rather than becoming fixed by 
one of its elements (fixation thereby limiting it to the limits of grace or com-
merce). Oscillation�s both/and thereby guards against exclusion and reifica-
tion. It does not bias: it is a double movement that does not favor one of the 
elements at the exclusion of the other, for any exclusion dissolves the gift 
itself. Rather than taking sides, oscillation takes both sides. Note, too, the 
phrase �held in succession�: this movement is marked by a recognition that 
gifting and its negotiation occur over time. Temporality is thereby re-
spected; like gifting, oscillation takes time. 

Hence, the gift-aporia requires recognition of its duality and a corre-
sponding oscillationality. To be sure, distinguishing between the gift�s ele-
ments of gratuity and gratitude should be distinguished from any severe 
dualism in which one aspect dominates and denigrates the other: oscilla-
tion guards against any kind of hierarchical dualism. But does this distinc-
tion, which preserves the gift�s heterogeneity, mean that we should purely 
and simply oppose or exclude any idea of the gift�s unity? Certainly not: 
while the gift is divided by the heterogeneity internal to it, it is nevertheless 
a unity; it is a divided unity � or a united division. The gift is paradoxical or 
contradictory precisely because of the interplay between the excess and 
exchange that unite and divide it. If the gift were exclusively gratuitous, ex-
cluding any kind of identification or reciprocity (if it were, for instance, 
something like �indescribable grace�), then there would be nothing aporetic 
about it � baffling (or impossible) for thought and perception, perhaps, but 
not aporetic. Alternatively, if the gift were exclusively circular, then it would 
no longer be �gift� but a commodity. But the (creation-)gift is neither inde-
scribable grace nor calculable trade. The �gift,� as it occurs on the plane of 
lived experience, is a unity (or division) that is nevertheless divided (or 
united) in its heterogeneity. Both/and. 

And so, something like an oscillating interactivity with the world (which 
includes ourselves, other humans, non-human others, and humanly manu-
factured things) is one that would properly reflect and respond to the crea-
tion-gift-aporia. An acknowledgment of the world-gift�s aporeticity would 
make room for a variety of competing responses, and since this interactivity 
would be governed by the maintenance of the gift-tension, it would disrupt 
and inform the more ecologically problematic aspects of these responses. 
In other words, there is something of the ethical and disciplined involved in 
a vacillating responsiveness, each element informing and restricting the 
other. How so? Some of the fundamental intentional responses reflecting 
and respecting the gift�s paradoxicality include letting-be, playing-with, utili-
zation, and reciprocity.28 
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To begin with, I noted above the pre-conscious reaction of letting-be, 
but it can also be a response � or, more accurately, a response-without-
response � from the intentional subject. This exemplary reception allows 
the gift to appear and be as gift. In its recognition of the gift�s circularity, let-
ting-be is akin to �returning� it � although, in this context, there is nothing 
insulting about such an act, for it saves the gift from responses that are dis-
figurative and destructive. By letting it be, we allow creation to �grow old,� 
as Mathews wonderfully puts it, rather than exhausting it and polluting it.29 
Letting-be is radically non-interventionist. It is, without a doubt, the most 
ecological response. It disrupts the more problematic aspects of alternative 
reactions (discussed below). There should, of course, be way much more 
passivity towards the Earth. However, we are reminded that the gift war-
rants a heterogeneous receptivity � not to mention the fact that, as corpo-
real-beings-in-relation, an active passivity could not possibly be our one 
and only response. We are bound to also not-let-the-world-be. But an oscil-
lational logic reminds us that our interaction be tempered by a certain pas-
sivity � a passivity which is not a negation but a kind of mediation of human 
agency � that allows the world to go on being (gift). 

A second key reaction is joyous interactivity, whereby the gift is not 
treated non-interventionally or instrumentally, but where the �object� or 
�end� of the interaction is play. The �objective� is rather purposeless � a ter-
ribly threatening thing for us rational-instrumental-managerial capitalists 
and socialists still overcoming our neoplatonic asceticism and puritanism. A 
playful response responds to the gratuity of the gift: take it, have fun! Of 
course, recreational interactivity with creation can � and often is � exces-
sively unecological. (The ever-expanding �snowfields� come to mind.) 
Hence, this response may become gentler by staying in tension with letting-
be and other circular-reflecting reactions. 

Having referred to evidently eco-noble receptions and interactions like 
letting-be and play, one may expect well-meaning ecologists to be offended 
by the allowance of an instrumental use of the creation-gift. However, stay-
ing true to the gift�s aporeticity, responding in an instrumental way reflects 
the gift�s gratuity: it is there for the taking. Nevertheless, when it appears in 
extreme forms like hyper-commodification and hyper-consumption, there is 
an utter lack of acknowledgment of gratuity�s other � circularity. As an apo-
ria, the gift makes room for an instrumentality that would also make room 
for competing practices, thereby restricting an ecologically devastating in-
strumentalism like techno-consumerism. In a severely capitalized world, 
however, the opposite is true: almost everything is figured instrumentally 
almost all of the time. 

Now, a fourth category of responses is that of exchange or reciprocity 



Mark Manolopoulos    ░ 120 

(which incorporates a variety of reactions, such as thanksgiving, indebted-
ness, and paying-back). Even though we lovers of gratuity (including Der-
rida, Marion et al) love to privilege the freedom of the gift, we have already 
discerned why its circularity should be respected � but it bears repeating: it 
not only lets the gift be, but it counteracts any responses evoked by the 
element of gratuity which can easily slide to a squandering or wastefulness 
which reaches its zenith with hyper-capitalism. An acknowledgment of the 
gift�s circularity prompts us to redress any receptivity informed by a mis-
placed (but often well-meaning) emphasis on the gift�s graciousness. When 
we respond to creation � or when we will respond to it � with more reciproc-
ity, gratitude, and thanksgiving, it is more likely the Earth-gift will be treated 
more gently. 

And so, if creation is a gift � a gift in all its splendid aporeticity � then it 
would inspire and inform an oscillational interactivity with it, which may 
save it. And, if another name for an interactivity marked by letting-be, utility, 
enjoyment, and reciprocity is �love,� then, in a word, the Earth should be 
loved. 

Monash University 
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