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Gift,  Economics,  and Society

Elements for an Open Debate

Germán  Scalzo

Economic, social and political development, if it is to be authen-
tically human, needs to make room for the principle of gratuitous-
ness as an expression of fraternity. 

—Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, no. 34

Introduction :  Rediscovering  
the Idea of Gift

In his speech inaugurating the 2013–14 academic year at the University 
of Navarra, Angel Luis González emphasized that: 

In recent years (the last 25–30 years), the question of gift has achieved enor-
mous attention in the fields of sociology, philosophy, psychology, economics, 
theology, general ethics, ethics of responsibility, ethics of dialogic responsi-
bility, the ethics of care and of course many other so-called applied ethics. 
“Become a donor!” is a constant invitation.1 

1. Ángel Luis González, Persona, libertad, don [Person, Freedom, Gift], Inaugural lecture of 
the 2013–14 academic year, Universidad de Navarra, Pamplona (September 6, 2013), 6, my transla-
tion. In the same work, against the large variety of prevailing approaches, the philosopher explains: 
“My contribution to this jumbled matter is based on a metaphysical explanation of the person and 
freedom because the gift, strictly speaking, is interpersonal and its condition of possibility is free-
dom” (7). For a complementary vision, see Ignacio Falgueras, “El dar, actividad plena de la libertad 
transcendental” [Giving, Full Activity of Transcendental Freedom], Studia Poliana 15 (2013): 69–108, 
and Rafael Alvira, “Tener y existir, reflexión y donación” [Having and Existing, Reflection and Do-
nation], Anuario Filosófico 36, no. 3 (2003): 575–85.
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Benedict XVI himself placed the logic of gift in the center of his social 
encyclical Caritas in veritate, saying that “charity in truth places man 
before the astonishing experience of gift” and that “it is the primordial 
truth of God’s love, grace bestowed upon us, that opens our lives to 
gift and makes it possible to hope for a ‘development of the whole man 
and of all men.’ ”2

Indeed, the presence of gift is fundamental in moving beyond 
the crossroads to which modern thought has brought us. Although 
mainstream economic theory has followed a different course, there are 
some isolated efforts to include this reality, which, although it is inher-
ent in economic rationality, has been regarded as “extra-economic” by 
those who have mapped out a positivist intellectual itinerary.3

In one form or another, the notion of gift has been present in 
all human communities, especially in ancient societies. The work of 
Marcel Mauss, Émile Durkheim’s nephew, is found halfway between 
sociology and cultural anthropology and was fundamental in reviv-
ing the topic in the mid-twentieth century. In his seminal work, titled 
in English The Gift: Forms and Functions in Archaic Societies, Mauss 
claims that gift, freedom, liberality, and interest in giving have re-
emerged as a seminal notion after being long forgotten.4 

In The Enigma of the Gift, Maurice Godelier critically dialogues 
with Mauss to conclude that “the giving of gift has become above all a 
subjective, personal and individual matter. It is the expression and the 

2. Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter Caritas in veritate (June 29, 2009), nos. 34 and 8, quoting 
John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in terris (April 11, 1963), no. 42. 

3. In this regard, the development of the so-called civil economy is noteworthy and has 
mainly been developed by Italian thinkers Stefano Zamagni and Luigino Bruni. See, for example, 
Zamagni and Bruni, Handbook on the Economics of Reciprocity and Social Enterprise (Cheltenham, 
UK: Edward Elgar, 2013); Bruni and Zamagni, Civil Economy: Efficiency, Equity and Public Happiness 
(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2007); Zamagni, “Reciprocity, Civil Economy, Common Good,” in Pursuing 
the Common Good, ed. Margaret S. Archer and Pierpaolo Donati (Vatican City: Pontifical Acade-
my of Social Sciences, 2008), 467–502; Bruni, Il prezzo della gratuità [The Price of Gratuitousness] 
(Rome: Città Nuova, 2006); Bruni, Reciprocity, Altruism and Civil Society (London: Routledge, 2008).

4. See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (1925; 
repr. London: Cohen and West, 1966). Although the original version is from 1924, Lévi-Strauss was 
responsible for its dissemination, having popularized Mauss’s work after his death in 1950. Currently, 
the Revue du Mauss, edited by the Mouvement anti-utilitariste dans les sciences sociales (M.A.U.S.S. 
http://www.revuedumauss.com), shows the evolution of leading intellectual works on this matter.
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instrument of personal relationships located beyond the spheres of the 
market and the state,”5 which eventually became known as the third 
paradigm: “Today, given the scale of social problems, and the apparent 
inability of the market and the State to solve them, gift is becoming 
again a socially necessary objective condition for the reproduction of 
society.”6 

With the initiative of Alain Caillé—one of the main authors in gift 
studies today—the group Mouvement anti-utilitariste dans les scienc-
es sociales (MAUSS) was founded in Paris, and its acronym makes an 
honorific reference to Mauss. This group has contributed to the fact 
that the French have taken the lead on the interpretation of gift. 

Caillé is a great admirer of Mauss, who “showed that ritually cod-
ified, generous reciprocity constituted the dominant fact in relation-
ships between groups in traditional societies and formed the very ce-
ment of the social bond.”7 The highlights of Caillé’s work include 
the Anthropologie du don: Le tiers paradigm8 and his collaboration 
in Jacques Godbout’s work L’esprit du don,9 a book that has become 
necessary to understand this movement, in the French tradition and 
in general.10 For them, gift is “any provision of goods and services 
without obligation, guarantee or certainty of return, undertaken with 
the intent to create, maintain or regenerate a social relationship.”11 

Caillé is especially responsible for the study of social relations 
from the viewpoint of the logic of the gift as a “third paradigm,” a 
multidimensional theory of action beyond the individualism proper to 
the market and holism of the state.12 “The paradigm of the gift makes 

5. Maurice Godelier, The Enigma of the Gift (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 207.
6. Ibid., 295. 
7. Alain Caillé, Anthropologie du don: Le tiers paradigme [Anthropology of Gift: The Third 

Paradigm] (París: Desclée de Brouwer, 2000), 107.
8. Ibid.
9. Jacques Godbout and Alain Caillé, L’esprit du don [The Spirit of Gift] (París: La Dècouverte, 

1992).
10. See also Godbout, Le don, le dette, l ‘identité: Homo donator versus homo economicus [Gift, 

Debt, Identity: Homo donator versus homo economicus] (París: La Découverte, 2000).
11. Caillé, Anthropologie du don, 124.
12. Ibid., 14–21. Holism points to the fact that the totality of the social sphere, which preexists 

individuals and their actions, explains by default everything that makes up the individual parts of 

Should there be a comma after ‘Economics’ in running head—to match chapter title?
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donation the first constitutive moment of human reality, the moment 
at which personal identity and social bonds are founded because of 
that donation.”13 In short, 

with different perspectives and diverse methods, it can certainly be said that 
many current interests in the humanities and social sciences are showing that 
the concept of gift, an ancient notion, whether rehabilitated or proposed anew, 
is an especially privileged key to understanding the person and human nature, 
as well as contemporary social and economic problems.14 

Before proceeding, it is worth pausing to further consider the anthro-
pology of gift developed by these authors and their relation with the 
genesis of economic thought.

The Anthropology of the Gift
The Ceremonial Gift

In his lectures on the philosophy of economics, Martínez Echevarría 
emphasizes that to understand the meaning of the economy, it is best 
to start from the differences that can be observed between animal and 
human life.15

While all animal species conform to certain rules for breeding and 
feeding, leaving no room for reflection or knowledge, in the case of hu-
man beings, this process is not necessarily fixed, but rather depends on 
culture and history. Moreover, these rules are not intended for the mere 
survival of the species, but rather aim to achieve the best way of life.

Human beings, therefore, do not live in the wild in the same way 

society. From the scientific point of view, it has taken the form of functionalism, culturalism, struc-
turalism, etc.; see Ángel Luis González, “Thomistic Metaphysics: Contemporary Interpretations,” 
Anuario Filosófico 39, no. 2 (2006): 16.

13. Antonio Moreno Almárcegui, “Ensayo sobre el don” [Essay on Gift], Actas del Seminario del 
grupo de investigación en Economía Política y Filosofía (Navarre: Universidad de Navarra, 2010), 7, my 
translation.

14. González, Persona, libertad, don, 15, my translation.
15. For a more extended development of this section, see Germán Scalzo, “A Genealogy of the 

Gift,” in Ethical Economy, ed. Alexander Brink and Jacob Dahl Rendtorff, vol. 51, Perspectives on Phi-
losophy of Management and Business Ethics, ed. Jacob Dahl Rendtorff (Basel, Switzerland: Springer 
Nature, 2016), 31–45.
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that other living beings do; rather, humans inhabit their own world, in 
which the symbolic dimension of speech and discourse prevails within 
a community. In fact, man can only live in community, the most basic 
of which is the family, which is where the idea of economics acquires 
its meaning (etymologically oikos-nomos means household manage-
ment)16 as the acquisition and administration of the means for a good 
life.17 Ethnographic studies and cultural anthropology pioneered by 
Mauss at the beginning of the last century revealed the evolution of 
the human bond between families and the resulting social structure.18

In general terms, in the ancient world there are three big stages 
in human groups that express progressively greater ownership of the 
natural habitat: the first was dedicated to hunting and gathering, the 
next was structured by grazing or an incipient kind of agriculture, and 
finally came the emergence of crafts and trade. In the first two stages, 
human bonds were founded on the practice of the ceremonial gift, 
regulated by vindictive justice. In the third phase, in which cities were 
consolidated, human bonds were based on political authority, regulat-
ed by arbitrational justice.

In the practice of the ceremonial gift, the bond of blood and honor 
or status of each person within the clan or tribe prevailed. Exchanges 
were conducted in order to establish and maintain partnerships be-
tween parental groups through their representatives; the delivery and 
reception of the gift—whether things or people—expressed mutual 
recognition. The ultimate expression of an alliance between different 
groups was marriage—that is, the delivery and reception of wives, 
which shows that the gift did not correspond to the delivery and re-
ception of something neutral, but rather was a “pledge,” something 

16. This point goes beyond the scope of this essay. For an idea of economics in the ancient 
world, see Scalzo, “Génesis del pensamiento económico: Dos visiones en pugna” [Genesis of Eco-
nomic Thought: Two Conflicting Visions], Cauriensia 9 (2014): 341–74.

17. See Ricardo Crespo, “ ‘The Economic’ according to Aristotle: Ethical, Political and Episte-
mological Implications,” Foundations of Science 13, no. 3 (2008): 281–94.

18. Gift appears as something universal; Mauss analyzed its presence in Northwest America, 
Melanesia, Polynesia, the Samoan Islands, Trobriand, etc., as well as in Scandinavian, Celtic, Roman, 
Germanic and Indian societies; see Mauss. Gift.
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that was of upmost importance to the parties involved.19 A pledge is 
an object that is delivered as sign of fulfillment of an obligation toward 
someone, while it expresses what is most valuable and intrinsic to the 
subject that gives; it is the gift of self in the one who gives. The goods 
exchanged according to this logic are priceless assets; they focus on the 
relationship and constitute “the development of a powerful network of 
interpersonal bonds.”20 

Hénaff studied the evolution of the gift in The Price of Truth: Gift, 
Money and Philosophy, based on Mauss’s studies of ceremonial gift in 
ancient societies, and he showed how, over time, it acquired some ver-
ticality with the practice of offering to the gods, which he called ritual 
gift.21 He first used the case of the Maori tribe to show that giving cre-
ates the obligation to respond: “After giving something of himself, he 
must receive something of the other,”22 but especially, that one gives 
oneself in that which he or she gives: “The implication of the giver in 
the thing given is not a metaphor: it involves a transfer of soul and 
substantial presence.”23 

The practice of the ceremonial gift was a way of ensuring the rec-
ognition of stable and public alliances between groups of families, and 
its name derives from the fact that this gift was carried out according 
to very detailed ceremonial rules. It is “total social fact” because it “cre-
ates a bond that holds people together.”24 The justice that corresponds 

19. The exchange of useful goods developed in parallel, but it was not of great importance, since 
these groups’ subsistence economies were, in principle, self-sufficient. 

20. Marcel Hénaff, The Price of Truth: Gift, Money and Philosophy (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 2010), 107.

21. The idea of sacrifice, although it is important in the history of the gift, exceeds the scope 
of this essay. See, for example, Hénaff, ibid., 156–202, as well as Alejandro Llano, Deseo, violencia, 
sacrificio: El secreto del mito según René Girard [Desire, Violence, Sacrifice: The Secret of the Myth 
according to René Girard] (Pamplona: Eunsa, 2004), and René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Bal-
timore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977). 

22. Hénaff, Price, 125.
23. Ibid., 127.
24. Hénaff gives the example of a kind of exchange called kula, which involves a three-month 

journey by ship between islands where one tribe goes to visit another, resulting in a competitive 
exhibition, and then an exchange of precious goods called waygu’a takes place: precious necklaces 
(soulava) that are viewed as masculine, but worn by women, are traded for armshells (mwali) that 
are viewed as feminine, but worn by men. The necklaces move east to west between the different 
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to these societies is vindictive justice, intended to restore, in the case of 
an offense, the order established by the ceremonial practice of gift-ex-
change.

The Moral Gift
In his gift genealogy, Hénaff makes it clear that the ceremonial gift is 
social, not moral.25 The emergence of cities represented an import-
ant step in the evolution of human relationships and the structure of 
social organization. A central authority’s law replaced mutual recog-
nition, which had previously been established horizontally through 
partnerships between families. This signified a shift from vindictive 
justice to arbitrational justice. As part of vindictive justice, the funda-
mental mode of justice was revenge: “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth.” 
In contrast, in an arbitrational system, authority acts as a mediator 
that “administers the debt” of the community, which it evaluates and 
sanctions. However, “the difference between vindictive justice and ar-
bitrational justice is not reduced to an opposition between violence 
and lawlessness on one side and rule of law and reasonable mediation 
on the other.”26 The key is not the relationship to justice, but rather 
the relationship to debt: in the case of the gift, there is a debt to pay 
back; in the latter, an exchange price is determined, resulting in parity 
between symbolic and financial debt.27

Aristotle was the first to perceive the passage from personal reci-
procity proper to vindictive justice to the proportional reciprocity of 
arbitrational or political justice. While for the ceremonial gift, the gift’s 

islands, whereas the armshells move west to east, so that there is not equilibrium in exchange but 
“continuous gift.” According to the trobiandés myth, mwali and soulava tend toward each other, as 
man tends toward woman. Exchange is a festive ceremony in which the giver is not seen as losing, 
but rather gaining. Moreover, he who rejected the gift was tantamount to spurning an invitation to 
alliance, which was equivalent to declaring war. The other example he uses is potlatch, one chief ’s 
celebration to honor another that he considered a rival, which augmented the rivalry because the 
more ostentatious the celebration, the more ostentatious the reciprocal recognition had to be; see 
Hénaff, Price, 116–38. See also Lewis Hyde, The Gift: Creativity and the Artist in the Modern World 
(New York: Random House, 2007), 17.

25. Hénaff, Price, 109–25.
26. Ibid., 297.
27. Ibid., 283–98.
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symbolic value or pledge received from a group matters more than its 
utility, the new configuration of gift focuses on utility, and as a conse-
quence exchange moves to center stage. 

Aristotle devoted book V of the Nicomachean Ethics to justice. He 
distinguished universal justice from particular justice, and within the 
latter he parsed the difference between distributive justice—equality 
according to a geometric proportion—and corrective justice—equal-
ity according to an arithmetic proportion.28 Immediately afterward, 
in chapter 5, and in the context of corrective justice, he addressed the 
issue of justice in exchanges—voluntary transactions—as a form of 
reciprocity: “In associations for exchange this sort of justice does hold 
men together—reciprocity in accordance with a proportion and not 
on the basis of equality.”29 The aim of this kind of justice is to correct 
the gains and losses that occur in exchanges to maintain proportional 
reciprocity, which is proper to the city.

In Politics I, Aristotle discussed the genesis of exchange and distin-
guished different forms: bartering, or exchange without the intermedi-
ation of currency; the use of money as a means to acquire something 
that is needed; buying and selling to make money; and lending money 
at interest, which is known as usury. 

Aristotle examined the evolution of relationships of exchange over 
time while exploring the nature of exchange value and its effects on 
human behavior. In relation to the respective ends (telos) of these 
forms of exchange, he concludes that there are two types: one that is 
natural to the good life in community and another that is contrary to 
it.30 The key to understanding the difference is made clear in his Ethics 
and is related to currency and the distinction between the use of goods 
to satisfy a need and their use for exchange.31 

28. “Distributive justice is based on man’s ‘natural’ inequality, while corrective justice is con-
cerned with the equality of man, which is instituted by ‘convention’ ”; Josef Soudek, “Aristotle’s The-
ory of Exchange: An Inquiry into the Origin of Economic Analysis,” Proceedings of the American 
Philosophical Society 96, no. 1 (1952): 47.

29. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1132b.
30. Aristotle, Politics I.1257a.
31. Aristotle’s sharp distinction between exchange value and use value may lead to a certain 
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Oikonomiké deals with the acquisition of property necessary for the 
good life—that is, its purpose is provision, pointing to consumption or 
use.32 Indeed, from this Aristotle distinguished chrematistic, which is 
guided by exchange value—that is, by the desire for money.33 Exchange 
value quantifies things, gives them a logical category that differs from 
their inherent nature—that is, their use value. 

When use value takes precedence, accumulation of goods is limit-
ed because “the amount of property which is needed for a good life is 
not unlimited.”34 When exchange value takes precedence, the search 
for profit is endless, as is shown in the following maxim Aristotle took 
from Solon: “No bound to riches has been fixed for man.”35 As Meikle 
points out, “The underlying thought at this point is that, since it is a 
quantity, exchange value (and its bodily form of money) has no inher-
ent limit.”36 

Exchange arose “at first from what is natural, from the circum-
stance that some have too little, others too much.”37 The exchange of 
goods without the intermediation of money—bartering—“is not part 
of the wealth-getting art and is not contrary to nature, but is needed 
for the satisfaction of men’s natural wants, and it was natural to com-
plete self-sufficiency.”38 However, the other form of exchange grew 
out of this one, “when the inhabitants of one country became more 
dependent on those of another, and they imported what they needed, 
and exported what they had too much of, money necessarily came 
into use.”39 

ambivalence on this point, since the exchange value of a good does not correspond to its proper and 
peculiar use. However, Aristotle fails to say that the use of an object in exchange is “unnatural” (para 
phusin), precisely because using an object in a way other than its proper and peculiar use does not 
mean that this use is bad. See Scott Meikle, “Aristotle and the Political Economy of the Polis,” Journal 
of Hellenic Studies 99 (1979): 57–73.

32. See Crespo, “ ‘Economic,’ ” 281–94.
33. Aristotle, Politics I.1258b.
34. Ibid., I.1256b.
35. Ibid.
36. Meikle, Aristotle’s Economic Thought (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 50.
37. Aristotle, Politics I.1257b.
38. Ibid., I.1257a.
39. Ibid.
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Aristotle is lenient with this form of exchange because its pur-
pose is consumption; however, he disapproves of money being an end 
in itself because in that case, someone’s profit means someone else’s 
loss, which is an affront to justice. These forms are different, and “the 
source of the confusion is the near connection between the two kinds 
of wealth-getting; in both, the instrument is the same, although the 
use is different, and so they pass into one another; for each is a use of 
the same property, but with a difference: accumulation is the end in 
the one case, but there is a further end in the other . . . to increase their 
money without limit, or at any rate not to lose it.”40 It is of key im-
portance to distinguish between the two ends, because, “though they 
appear to be different ways of doing the same thing, they are really 
similar ways of doing different things.”41 

The fourth form of exchange is between money without the medi-
ation of any good, known as usury. “The most hated sort, and with the 
greatest reason, is usury, which makes a gain out of money itself, and 
not from the natural object of it. For money was intended to be used 
in exchange, but not to increase at interest . . . of all modes of getting 
wealth this is the most unnatural.”42 For Athenians, moneylending 
was a sign of friendship whose end was to help cement bonds of philia 
for the stability of the polis.43 

Indeed, justice in exchange is fundamental in Aristotle’s analysis 
because, as Ritchie points out, it provides a form of philia in an activity 
(commerce) that could threaten the unity of the polis.44 Aristotle was 
aware of how important exchange is for the unity and development 
of a community. Therefore, before analyzing proportionality, he men-
tions the spirit of gratitude (kharis): 

40. Ibid., I.1257a, 1257b.
41. Meikle, Aristotle’s Economic Thought, 88.
42. Aristotle, Politics I.1258b.
43. Paul Millet, Lending and Borrowing in Ancient Athens (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1991); Meikle, Aristotle’s Economic Thought, 65. See also Odd Langholm, Wealth and Money in 
the Aristotelian Tradition (Bergen: Universitetsforlaget, 1983).

44. David Ritchie, “Aristotle’s Subdivisions of Particular Justice,” Classical Review 8, no. 5  
(1984): 185.
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This is why they give a prominent place to the temple of Graces—to promote 
the requital of services; for this is characteristic of grace—we should serve 
in return one who has shown grace to us, and should another time take the 
initiative in showing it.45 

Aristotle insisted that politics was based on the realm of the gift, 
which is why the Temple of Graces acted as a reminder of the obliga-
tion to give and receive in terms of mutual service, without which the 
city would be inconceivable:

Several conditions are requisite if there is to be a genuine koinonia: (1) the 
members must be free men; (2) they must have a common purpose, major or 
minor, temporary or of long duration; (3) they must have something in com-
mon, share something, such as place, goods, cult, meals, desire for a good life, 
burdens, suffering; (4) there must be philia (conventionally but inadequately 
translated “friendship”), mutuality in other words, and to dikaion, which for 
simplicity we may reduce to “fairness” in their mutual relations.46 

Gift thus takes on a new perspective: “It had become a virtue and 
it was no longer a gesture of reciprocal recognition but had become 
a gesture of mutual assistance.”47 In his genealogy of the gift, Hénaff 
equates the moral gift to the Greek idea of kharis—that is, “an entire 
model of gift-giving as favor developed around the Greek notion of 
kharis.”48 This is especially important because this paradigm contains 
the essence of subsequent economic thought.49 

The Personal Gift
With the notion of person introduced by Christianity,50 the idea of 
the gift takes on a different hue, which does not depart from earlier 

45. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1133a.
46. Moses Finley, “Aristotle and Economic Analysis,” Past and Present 47 (1970): 8.
47. Hénaff, Price, 251.
48. Ibid., 246.
49. See Hénaff, “Religious Ethics, Gift Exchange and Capitalism,” European Journal of Sociolo- 

gy 44, no. 3 (2003): 293–324.
50. Étienne Gilson, Christian Philosophy: An Introduction, trans. Armand Augustine Maurer 

(1960; repr. Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1993).
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traditions, but renews them, giving them a more solid foundation.51 
The revelation of the mysteries of creation and the incarnation intro-
duce radical innovations in the way of understanding the relationship 
not only between God and human beings, but among human beings 
themselves. St. Thomas and his teacher St. Albert the Great are the 
most recognized representatives of medieval thought, and they were 
the first to consider that the gift had ontological significance—that is, 
that gift meant ontological Being.52

In Aristotle’s work, Aquinas found an excellent basis for better un-
derstanding the Christian message. In fact, his treatment of economics 
is merely a commentary on Aristotle’s vision with an added supernatural 
perspective. Aquinas added to Aristotle’s political scheme the call to hu-
man perfection that all men and women have through civic friendship, 
as well as the call to full perfection—holiness—with the help of grace.

The person is not fully realized with the actualization of a form 
proper to his own nature, but rather has a supernatural end that tran-
scends his own nature.53 Furthermore, self-determination toward that 
end is free—one can draw closer to or further away from it, or what 
is the same, dignify or degrade oneself. The person can freely destine 
herself to realize her unique way of being, which has been received as 
a gift, and which she will only come to know if she lives according to 
it. The person starts with a received life that grows into a realized life 
through personal acceptance of the gift and contribution to it.54

51. Without the notion of creation, the idea of the person is unattainable because radical contin-
gency and the distinction between being and nothingness go along with it, and essence and existence 
therefore cannot be distinguished. For a metaphysics of the person, see Leonardo Polo, Antropología 
Trascendental, vol. 1, La persona humana [Transcendental Anthropology, vol. 1, The Human Person] 
(Pamplona: Eunsa, 1999), and Fernando Haya, El ser personal: De Tomás de Aquino a la metafísica del 
don (Pamplona: Eunsa, 1997). For its anthropological and ethical implications, see Polo, Presente y fu-
turo del hombre [Present and Future of Man] (Madrid: Rialp, 1993), and Polo, Ética: Hacia una versión 
moderna de los temas clásicos [Ethics: A Modern Version of Its Classic Themes] (Madrid: Aedos, 1997). 

52. See Miguel Alfonso Martínez Echevarría, Evolución del Pensamiento Económico [Evolution 
of Economic Thought] (Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 1983), 15–18.

53. For other created beings, fulfilling that which they tend toward is necessary and completely 
determined by their nature. Their end is, therefore, a finite external consummation from an instinc-
tive and unthinking tendency. 

54. Polo, “Tener y dar” [Having and Giving], in Sobre la existencia Cristiana (Pamplona: Eunsa, 
1996), 103–36.
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People are created unique and unrepeatable, analog participations 
in God’s uncreated love, beings who can freely live in community with 
other persons. In his moral theology, Aquinas considers nature and 
grace in such a way that man can reach his ultimate end: perfect hap-
piness in the beatific vision. With a free response to grace—a divine 
gift—man can turn his service to the city into love for God and men 
since, as St. Augustine had already shown, men belong to two cities, 
one earthly and the other divine, which do not oppose each other, but 
are present simultaneously. Here we can anticipate a conclusion: the 
radical novelty of Christianity with respect to gift is found in consid-
ering that man, created in the image and likeness of God, can only be 
deeply understood as a gift.55 

Understanding man and woman as persons implies recognizing 
that each one is essentially a someone open to relationships. A human 
person can achieve his or her end only in communion with others, in 
all dimensions of life. Knowledge and human love should be shared, 
reciprocated, and objectified in their manifestations. Communication 
is intrinsic to the human person, who, through language and work, 
carries out an expansion of his or her corporeality, thus realizing 
him- or herself incrementally. There are natural relationships between 
people—kinship, fraternity, parentage—that are manifested in giving 
and receiving. This existential community of exchange expands into 
society, which arise naturally because, through mutual help, people 
achieve their own perfection; through the care of others, people find 
a remedy for mutual needs, compassion and sympathy, gifts and ex-
changes, and other manifestations of the human need to love and be 
loved.56 The social end par excellence is the common good, defines the 
necessary conditions for individuals and families to reach their high-

55. Juan Fernando Sellés, Antropología para inconformes: Una antropología abierta al future 
[Anthropology for Nonconformists: An Anthropology Open to the Future] (Madrid: Rialp, 2007), 
618; see also 95–105 and 596–97.

56. As we saw, for Mauss, the gift system is the fundamental form in which human groups 
express relationships. It does not deal with giving, but rather with giving of oneself in whatever is 
given, which is the manifestation of personal being.
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est development, conditions that we can summarize into three areas: 
peace, material well-being, and values. 

Following the classical tradition of viewing society as a natural 
unity of order, Aquinas does not exclude gift from the field of jus-
tice,57 although he relates it to liberality (justice gives the other what 
is his, while the posture of the gift gives what is one’s own) and inte-
grates it, therefore, in a paradigm of love and gratitude: “The word 
‘gift’ imports an aptitude for being given. And what is given has an 
aptitude or relation both to the giver and to that to which it is given. 
For it would not be given by anyone, unless it was his to give; and it 
is given to someone to be his.”58 Thus, besides commutative and dis-
tributive justice, a way toward transcendental justice is opened up. In 
establishing justice within the order God imposed on the world, gift 
acquires a transcendent and personal basis through eternal or divine 
law, in which rational creatures participate through reason. It is the 
knowledge of the truth that gives full meaning to our freedom and is 
written on our hearts.

Under the basic premise that “love is superior to the good,”59 
Aquinas highlights two points that were present in classical reflections 
on gift: gratuity and love. As Aquinas notes, 

In proof of this we must know that a gift is properly an unreturnable giving, 
as Aristotle says (Topic. iv, 4)—i.e. a thing which is not given with the in-
tention of a return—and it thus contains the idea of a gratuitous donation. 
Now, the reason of donation being gratuitous is love; since therefore do we 
give something to anyone gratuitously forasmuch as we wish him well. So 
what we first give him is the love whereby we wish him well. Hence it is man-

57. “Charity goes beyond justice, because to love is to give, to offer what is ‘mine’ to the other; 
but it never lacks justice, which prompts us to give the other what is ‘his,’ what is due to him by 
reason of his being or his acting. I cannot ‘give’ what is mine to the other, without first giving him 
what pertains to him in justice. If we love others with charity, then first of all we are just towards 
them. Not only is justice not extraneous to charity, not only is it not an alternative or parallel path 
to charity: justice is inseparable from charity, and intrinsic to it”; Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter 
Caritas in veritate, June 29, 2009, no. 6.

58. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) I,  
q. 38, a. 1; hereafter ST. 

59. Sellés, Antropología, 596.
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ifest that love has the nature of a first gift, through which all free gifts are  
given.60 

Leonardo Polo claims that the human person is not only defined 
as being able to have, but especially as a being capable of giving, and 
this giving comes from his or her intimacy, which characterizes what it 
means to be a person. That the gift is free means that it is not mechan-
ically caused; rather, it is a novelty: 

The phenomenology of the gift describes the manifestation of a reality that is 
not contained in antecedent conditions. The gift is not a gift if the gift giver is 
just waiting for it to be deployed or made explicit. The gift in action is gratuity 
in the sense that the gift giver has no need beforehand and the gift giver is only 
called as such in the very act of giving.61 

This is the radical difference between the human person and other liv-
ing beings—namely, the person has intimacy, and it is not closed but 
open. In Polo’s words, “Intimacy is not an enclosed area, but rather is 
inwardly open in as much as the person is a gift. On the other hand, 
both operational immanence and virtue can be called modes of hav-
ing. Human having is affirmed in giving.”62 

From Gift to Contract
The Genesis of the Contractual Society

Just as the idea of classical society—that which pertains to Aristotelian- 
Thomistic philosophy—is based on gift, modern society is based on 
the idea of the contract.63 This is evident in the so-called contractualist 
political philosophers—especially Hobbes—but it was already nascent 
in a change of course that thirteenth-century philosophy introduced 
with the last great figure of medieval scholasticism, John Duns Sco-

60. Aquinas, ST I, q. 38, a. 2.
61. Haya, El ser personal, 324.
62. Polo, Antropología trascendental, 208–9.
63. See Arnaud Berthoud, Essais de Philosophie Économique: Platon, Aristote, Hobbes, A. Smith, 

Marx [Essays on Economic Philosophy: Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, A. Smith, Marx] (Arras-Lille: 
Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2002).
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tus.64 His thesis, while remaining within orthodoxy, contains a critical 
spirit that serves as the basis for later, more significant deviations, es-
pecially in the case of William of Ockham’s nominalism.65

Nominalism changed the scholastic conception of man as a person 
by radically separating philosophy and theology, with the many social 
implications derived therefrom. It initiated a new path based on the 
will, submission to faith, the acceptance of revealed truths irrespective 
of reason, and naturalist tendencies. The cosmos, formerly the nat-
ural way toward the discovery of the truth and the good, eventually 
became “nature that does not tend toward anything,” something like 
a mechanism or a set of physical forces without an end. The person’s 
ultimate end became dehumanized and no longer passed through 
tending forces and rational deliberations, but rather purely and solely 
through every person’s individual will.

The entire created universe, including the moral law, became contin-
gent not only in its existence, but also in its essence. Anti-metaphysical 
empiricism was joined by another ethical principle: divine omnipotence. 
In this view, faith reveals an omnipotent God, whose will is beyond or-
der, truth, or the good. The moral law does not come from a divine 
wisdom that moves his creatures from within, but rather from a heter-
onomous law-giving God who moves them from the outside. Therefore, 
an intrinsic morality of human acts does not exist; rather, the criterion 
is extrinsic: the divine will, expressed in mandates and sanctioned by a 
system of punishments and rewards. It then falls into a moral conven-
tionalism of a theological kind: the person must submit him- or herself 
to the will of God by faith alone, and conscience becomes the first moral 

64. Gilson, Juan Duns Escoto: Introducción a sus posiciones fundamentales [John Duns Scotus: 
Introduction to His Fundamental Positions] (Pamplona: Eunsa, 2007); Polo, Nominalismo, idealismo 
y realismo [Nominalism, Idealism, and Realism] (Pamplona: Eunsa, 2001); André de Muralt, La 
apuesta de la filosofía medieval: Estudios tomistas, escotistas, ockhamistas y gregorianos [The Wager of 
Medieval Philosophy: Thomist, Scotist, Ockhamist, and Gregorian Studies] (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 
2008); Michael Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2008). 

65. Behind this posture there is a rejection of Aristotelian thought, which underwent a process 
of rejection after it was condemned first in 1270 by the bishop of Paris, Étienne Tempier, and later in 
1277 by the archbishop of Canterbury, Robert Kilwardby.
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standard that should always be followed. Ockham’s voluntarism is an 
expression of an impulsive ethics of love: doing the good is an act of 
pure love for God, a completely autonomous self-determination without 
tendencies or a desire for happiness.

If God is the great lawgiver, who arbitrarily and from the outside 
imposes a law that is unrelated to nature or reason and who disclos-
es himself to the human race through revelation, then absolute pow-
er, rather than divine wisdom, governs human beings through their 
actions. The idea of divine filiation is therefore replaced by that of 
slavery; God gives orders, rather than advice. The way in which the 
lawgiver’s will is made known and its enactment become an essential 
element of paramount importance for this kind of moral system. 

For nominalism, the city, like everything universal, is notional and 
exists as a predicate; reality consists in the individual members that 
make up the city and in their conflicting wills.66 Society is not a good 
toward which the person tends naturally, but rather an unavoidable 
evil imposed from above by a unique and incommunicable divine will 
that attempts to remedy nature corrupted by sin. In the state of nature, 
men were in a state of equality; sin introduced inequality or singu-
larity. The idea of the common good was replaced by a new concept 
of general interest, which aimed to prevent the conflict of individual 
interests that are prior to the very constitution of the city. The law does 
not follow the common good, but rather imposes the general interest, 
a rational a priori design deduced from universal principles of theo-
retical reason.67

Exchange began to rely solely on the subjective will of the indi-
viduals involved, endowed with rights they possessed at their origin. 
Exchange was thus transformed into a kind of balance between wills 

66. See de Muralt, La estructura de la filosofía política moderna.
67. Radical individualism necessarily leads to a natural state of war, which, according to 

Hobbes, must be corrected by an absolute sovereign that governs the agreements that men reach. 
Hobbes’s Leviathan attempted to lay the foundations for a just and lasting political order in the 
framework of modern science. The Leviathan, a theoretical construct that acts as a representative of 
God in the world, is the guarantor of peace. We find here a precedent to the modern state.
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that depended on nothing more than the wills involved and thus lost 
its reference to the common good. Justice in trade—in this view—de-
pends solely on a contract that resulted from a voluntary agreement. 
Price thus emerged from a hypothetical agreement of wills, and the 
notion of a just price—so central to medieval thought—was lost.

The dominance of subjective will led to a perception of the market 
as a struggle of wills. In addition, the path was opened for late con-
ceptions of the market as an aggregate of impersonal transactions, as 
a mechanism with a legality of its own that is designed to restore bal-
ance in the distribution of property. This same mechanism, as a result 
of opposing forces, determines the balance of prices, reducing an ethi-
cal problem to a logical problem and detaching man from any liability. 

Contract as a Substitute for Gift
This paradigm shift in worldview resulted in modern political phi-
losophy’s conception of society not as an ordered natural reality, but 
as a mechanical construction. It gradually led to what Weber called a 
“disenchanted world.” This disenchantment is the result of the modern 
project to build a horizontal and secular society that ignores gift. 

A first look at European society since the early modern period suggests an 
overwhelming dominance of contractual relationships, which are organized 
according to commutative justice and the logic of do ut des, both of which are 
hegemonic in market relations, as well as present in many of the relationships 
derived from the State. It could be said that modernity is an attempt to build a 
society based on the contract.68 

What are the main differences between gift and contract in terms 
of exchange? The first difference is gratuity. While a gift is free and 
forms part of the things that the subject values, exchange goods have 
a price that respond to a kind of equilibrium-equality logic. The sec-

68. Antonio Moreno Almárcegui, “Consanguinidad y gracia: El culto a María y José en Oc-
cidente; Siglos I–XX: El caso de España” [Kinship and Grace: Devotion to Mary and Joseph in the 
West; 1st–20th Centuries: The Case of Spain], in Actas del Seminario del grupo de investigación en 
Economía Política y Filosofía (Navarre: Universidad de Navarra, 2015), 6, my translation.
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ond difference is that, by putting something of oneself into the gift, 
the giver offers him- or herself for the recognition of the other; in the 
case of exchange, the goods are evaluated regardless of who buys or 
sells them. Giving a gift is a challenge because accepting it (the object 
and therefore the person) requires reciprocation (just as refusing a gift 
implies denying the giver). Exchange, in contrast, is the result of a ne-
gotiation in which the parties consider their own interests. The aim of 
an exchange based on gift is to found and sustain a bond or relation-
ship that creates a new identity for both givers. Contractual exchange, 
on the other hand, is impersonal, and the involved parties appear as 
subjects of law; they aim at a situation of equilibrium (zero-sum). Pro-
portional reciprocity emphasizes that there is no equality. Finally, the 
gift can withstand insurmountable debt because its object is a personal 
relationship, while the logic of the contract demands all debt be repaid.

In Charisma: The Gift of Grace and How It Has Been Taken Away 
from Us,69 a revealing work, Philip Rieff shows the effects of a world 
in which grace no longer acts. It goes beyond the scope of this essay, 
but it is worth mentioning that the notion of grace that is derived from 
the Protestant tradition, which has its origin in divine predestination, 
has been essential for the gift’s exile from the public sphere with the 
social consequences therefrom derived. While Kant to an extent al-
ready recognized this situation in his work, it was Max Weber who 
best captured the tragic spirit of this radical split between the public 
and the private sphere at the beginning of the last century.

Weber, in his attempt to develop a comprehensive sociology, warns 
of a structural change in the understanding of the world that is closely 
related to modern man’s “disenchantment.” It corresponds to a histor-
ical-religious process that, after having been freed of the influence of 
“Christian pathos,” culminated in forms of modern capitalism char-
acterized by the rational organization of work. This process, which 
is proper to the West, was the topic of Weber’s oeuvre The Protestant 

69. Philip Rieff, Charisma: The Gift of Grace and How It Has Been Taken Away from Us (New 
York: Pantheon, 2007).
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Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, probably one of the most controver-
sial and discussed theses of the twentieth century.70 I do not intend 
to enter into this controversy, but rather show how Ockham’s initial 
problem, which Luther continued and Kant affirmed, is quite clearly 
found here.

Commenting on Weber, Hénaff emphasized that the social rela-
tionship itself was at stake in Protestant ethics: 

Luther wants to eliminate the practice of charity as “good deeds” guarantee-
ing salvation. It is easy to understand how challenging that practice would 
conform to a theological notion of faith as an act of unconditional trust in 
the divine word . . . the break created by the Reformation . . . concerns the de-
valorization of the generous act supposedly essential to salvation and finally 
its presentation as an economically irrational act. What is involved here is the 
form of social relations itself. If the latter are supposed to be generated by the 
complementarity of tasks instead of the reciprocity of gifts, then the transfor-
mation mentioned by Weber is even more radical.71

Weber notes that in the process of Western rationalization prac-
tical, theoretical, and formal rationality dominated substantive ratio-
nality, which generally meant replacing the broader sapiential Judeo- 
Christian worldview with a scientific one with its accompanying effort 
to reductively subject reality to empirical observation, mathematical 
measurement, and calculation.72 The antagonism between formal and 
substantive rationality should be construed as a tension between con-
flicting values: between calculation, efficiency, and impersonality on 
one side and fraternity, equality, and caritas on the other.73

70. Weber is interested in the origin of the rationalization of practical behavior, which he char-
acterized with the vague concept of the “spirit of capitalism.” His main argument is that in certain 
manifestations of ascetic, puritanical Protestantism, methodical and disciplined work, along with 
accumulation and reinvestment of capital through the command of a substantive ethical rationality, 
generated a systematic component in economic activity that lasted even after its axiological-rational 
impulse ceased. This impulse corresponded to a certain substantive rationality and in particular 
to the doctrine of predestination in which the accumulation of wealth was seen as a sign of divine 
election.

71. Hénaff, Price, 300. 
72. Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905; repr. London: Allen and 

Unwin, 1956).
73. Rogers Brubaker, The Limits of Rationality: An Essay on the Social and Moral Thought of 
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Indeed, by denying the possibility of a unifying metaphysical 
foundation of reality, modern rationalization has rejected the logic of 
gift. The capitalist economy and the state are fragmented into autono-
mous cultural spheres,74 including political, legal, aesthetic, econom-
ic, cultural, and scientific spheres, all of which tend to claim univer-
sal validity.75 Yet, they are incapable of giving a unifying theoretical 
and practical meaning to action and are continually in an irresolvable 
conflict with each other because of their individual claims to being a 
comprehensive interpretation of reality and criteria for action. Each 
sphere’s awareness and assertion of its own rules and laws induces it 
to advance without much interaction with other spheres, producing a 
fragmented and sometimes antagonistic structure of the world, even-
tually giving rise to the temptation of one sector imposing its own 
logic on the others. In modern capitalism, we are witnessing such a 
process, in which the logic of economic efficiency gradually overrides 
and transforms all other subsystems of society.76

In the Weberian analysis values are subjective, plural, and equally 
valid, which keeps them in constant conflict. As a result of this strug-
gle, a break between the public and the private occurs, leaving the 
substantive sphere of conviction of what constitutes a good life to indi-
vidual conscience. In addition to its reductive character, modern ratio-
nality is thus characterized by a split between reason and conscience 
as a result of the failure to reach an agreement on issues related to 
substantive rationality dealing with normative, axiological, and evalu-

Max Weber (London: Routledge, 2006), 41. This tension between formal rationality—instrumental, 
elective—and material rationality—substantive and normative—is manifested in action as a double 
ethic: responsibility versus conviction, according to how the result or the action’s intrinsic value 
is favored, resulting from the loss of overall meaning of reality and the ability to offer a unifying 
meaning to life and action.

74. Spheres of value, although they change with emerging new forms of social life, have an ob-
jective existence and are not metaphysical or empirical, but theoretical: they are ideal types of orders 
of potentially conflicting life. Each sphere of value has its own norms, and there is no sphere that can 
arbitrate conflicts between them; rather, the individual himself must choose.

75. Brubaker, Limits, 71–73, 82.
76. Weber, Protestant Ethic. See also Germán Scalzo, “La racionalidad en Max Weber,” Cuader-

nos Empresa y Humanismo 118 (Pamplona: Servicio de Publicaciones UNAV, 2012).
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ative aspects.77 Therefore, aware of a profound polytheism of values, 
through choosing his postulates of value, man chooses the meaning 
of his action and being rather than receiving it as a gift. Human ac-
tion is the expression of individuals’ intentional subjectivity—that is, 
the meaning of action is subjective and is given by the ends chosen 
by each individual as means of self-expression and self-assertion ac-
cording to postulated value (the gift is restricted to the field of private 
relationships).78

Ultimately, approaching human rationality from the solipsistic in-
dividual is a kind of reductionism that should be overcome because 
“man does not exist just like that, but rather he coexists with others 
and with nature and this coexistence is his very existence. To be a hu-
man being means to coexist.”79 Understanding the notion of person 
is to accept that the human person is equally individual and relation-
ship. He is “essentially individual and essentially relationship. As an 
individual, man is an absolute, master of himself and therefore free; as 
a relationship, man is a social being and can only live in community 
with others and again only then is he free.”80 

77. Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology (1922; repr. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1978).

78. See André Orléan, “Pour une aproche girardienne de l’homo oeconomicus” [A Girardian 
Approach to the Homo Oeconomicus], Cahiers de L’Herne 89 (2008): 261–65, and Llano, Deseo, vio-
lencia, sacrificio. Girard analyzes this dual structure present in romantic literature, whose individ-
ualism Orléan equates with the neoclassical economic model of society. Without mediators, the 
relationship appears to be profoundly unstable. Antonio Moreno helped me reach this conclusion.

79. Ricardo Yepes Stork, Fundamentos de antropología: Un ideal de la excelencia humana [Foun-
dations of Anthropology: An Ideal of Human Excellence] (Pamplona: Eunsa, 1977), 241. For Polo, 
anthropology is not reduced to metaphysics. Transcendental anthropology is the doctrine of man’s 
being as coexistence. Man is not limited to being (as metaphysics proposed), but rather he is coexis-
tence (co-being or being-with). The Greeks did not see man in his strictest peculiarity. Christianity 
discovered the idea of the person: man is a personal being. While it is a theological issue, the human 
being as a person can be seen as a philosophical issue as well. See Polo, Antropología Trascendental, 
and Polo, Quién es el hombre: Un espíritu en el tiempo [Who Is Man: A Spirit in Time] (Madrid: 
Rialp, 2003).

80. Rafael Alvira, “Intento de clasificar la pluralidad de subsistemas sociales, con especial aten-
ción al Derecho” [Attempt to Classify the Plurality of Social Subsystems, with Special Attention to 
Law], Persona y Derecho 33 (1995): 41.
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Concluding Remarks :  Returning  
to the Gift

Talking of a return to gift is a contradiction because, beyond the fact 
that modern science and philosophy have veered off course, gift has al-
ways been present in human life and society, and it cannot be otherwise. 

The spirit of gift has been hidden, but by no means absent from the economy 
since, were that so, society would have collapsed by now. It is hidden within 
the law, in the way in which family and friends distribute goods, as well as in 
business and labor relations. It is logical that it is not directly visible in the 
market since, by its very nature, the market is more geared toward contract 
and exchange, which is based on equivalence. But we must not forget that the 
law itself is a mutual gift, which is why gratuity cannot arise from law and can-
not be imposed through law. The gift, recognition, respect, and admiration for 
the other constitute the foundation that underpins contract and exchange.81 

However, academic interest in the logic of gift markedly increased 
after the publication in 2009 of Caritas in veritate, an encyclical whose 
wealth overflows any attempt to summarize it and that is presented as 
a continuation of Paul VI’s Populorum progressio and John Paul II’s So-
licitudo rei socialis.82 Against the progressive reductionism that mod-
ern rationality has undergone, Benedict XVI argues that “the ‘broad-
ening [of] our concept of reason and its application’ is indispensable 
if we are to succeed in adequately weighing all the elements involved 
in the question of development and in the solution of socio-economic 
problems.”83 While he certainly clarifies that he does not intend to 
provide clear technical solutions or to get tied up in politics, he offers 

81. Miguel Alfonso Martínez Echevarría, “Don y Desarrollo: Bases de la economía” [Gift and 
Development: Foundations of the Economy], Scripta Theologica 42, no. 1 (2010): 135–36; my trans-
lation.

82. See Rafael Rubio de Urquía and Juan José Pérez-Soba, eds., La doctrina social de la Iglesia: 
Estudios a la luz de la encíclica “Caritas in veritate” [The Social Doctrine of the Church: Studies in 
Light of the Encyclical “Caritas in veritate”] (Madrid: AEDOS-BAC, 2014); Benedict XVI, Caritas 
in veritate, nos. 8, 10–20.

83. Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, no. 31, quoting Benedict XVI, Address at the University of 
Regensburg, September 12, 2006. 
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some guidelines for social life that come from “fidelity to the truth, 
which alone is the guarantee of freedom (see Jn 8:32) and of the pos-
sibility of integral human development” under the premise that “both 
the market and politics need individuals who are open to reciprocal 
gift.”84

Indeed, gift is the encyclical’s main theme: 

Charity in truth places man before the astonishing experience of gift. Gra-
tuitousness is present in our lives in many different forms, which often go 
unrecognized because of a purely consumerist and utilitarian view of life. The 
human being is made for gift, which expresses and makes present his tran-
scendent dimension.85 

From this perspective, “man’s essence is found in having been invited 
to participate in the fullness of charity in truth.”86 

As we see in Weber and in modern thought in general, while the 
logic of gift and the contract are presented as two opposing fields, in 
Caritas in veritate the logic of gift is pervasive. From there it follows 
that contract logic is subordinate to gift logic: 

Ultimately, the gift must be understood as the principal reality that encom-
passes all others, however relevant they might be. The best explanation of the 
relationship between the individual and society is the doctrine of gift because 
it encompasses all other elements in the relational system that are embed-
ded in and are explained through the bundle of relationships that arise with 
gifts.87 

Contrary to typically modern political thought, “the earthly city is pro-
moted not merely by relationships of rights and duties, but to an even 
greater and more fundamental extent by relationships of gratuitous-
ness, mercy and communion.”88 

84. Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, nos. 9, 39.
85. Ibid., 34. See Carlos Sánchez de la Cruz, Don y gratuidad en el pensamiento de Joseph Ratzin-

ger: Claves para la teología moral [Gift and Gratuitousness in the Thought of Joseph Ratzinger: Keys 
for Moral Theology] (Madrid: Perpetuo socorro, 2012).

86. Martínez Echevarría, “Don y desarrollo,” 128, my translation.
87. González, Persona, libertad, don, 16–17, my translation.
88. Benedict XVI, Caritas in veritate, no. 6.
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The encyclical takes up a long tradition of philosophical and theo-
logical thought that reminds us of a truth that has been forgotten: 
“Because it is a gift received by everyone, charity in truth is a force 
that builds community, it brings all people together without imposing 
barriers or limits.”89 Far from being a definitive answer, this proposal 
is an invitation to rethink the profound meaning of human action and 
its impact on different social realities that demand an urgent renewal 
of science in charity and truth, taking into account that 

the economic sphere is neither ethically neutral, nor inherently inhuman and 
opposed to society. It is part and parcel of human activity and precisely be-
cause it is human, it must be structured and governed in an ethical manner. . . . 
In commercial relationships the principle of gratuitousness and the logic of gift 
as an expression of fraternity can and must find their place within normal 
economic activity. This is a human demand at the present time, but it is also 
demanded by economic logic. It is a demand both of charity and of truth.90 

From these statements, two basic proposals can be derived: econom-
ics is an ethical discipline, and there is a need for an “expansion of 
rationality.” It is time to assert without reservation that man cannot be 
explained by himself, but by love; that is to say, that true humanism 
can only be founded on Christ: 

Without God man neither knows which way to go, nor even understands who 
he is. . . . Paul VI recalled in Populorum progressio that man cannot bring about 
his own progress unaided, because by himself he cannot establish an authen-
tic humanism. Only if we are aware of our calling, as individuals and as a 
community, to be part of God’s family as his sons and daughters, will we be 
able to generate a new vision and muster new energy in the service of a truly 
integral humanism. The greatest service to development, then, is a Christian 
humanism that enkindles charity and takes its lead from truth, accepting both 
as a lasting gift from God.91 

89. Ibid., no. 34.
90. Ibid., no. 36.
91. Ibid., no. 78, referencing Paul VI, Encyclical Letter Populorum progressio (March 26, 1967), 

no. 42.



Germán  Scalzo

197

Bibliography
Aquinas, Thomas. Summa theologiae. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2006.
Alvira, Rafael. “Intento de clasificar la pluralidad de subsistemas sociales, con es-

pecial atención al Derecho” [Attempt to Classify the Plurality of Social Subsys-
tems, with Special Attention to Law]. Persona y Derecho 33 (1995): 41–51.

———. “Tener y existir, reflexión y donación” [Having and Existing, Reflection and 
Donation]. Anuario Filosófico 36, no. 3 (2003): 575–85.

Aristotle. The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford Translation. Edited 
by Jonathan Barnes. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984.

Benedict XVI. Encyclical Letter Caritas in veritate. June 29, 2009.
Berthoud, Arnaud. Essais de Philosophie Économique: Platon, Aristote, Hobbes, A. 

Smith, Marx [Essays on Economic Philosophy: Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, A. 
Smith, Marx]. Arras-Lille: Presses Universitaires du Septentrion, 2002.

Brubaker, Rogers. The Limits of Rationality: An Essay on the Social and Moral 
Thought of Max Weber. London: Routledge, 2006.

Bruni, Luigino. Il prezzo della gratuità [The Price of Gratuitousness]. Rome: Città 
Nuova, 2006.

———. Reciprocity, Altruism and Civil Society. London: Routledge, 2008.
Bruni, Luigino, and Robert Sudgen. “Fraternity: Why the Market Need Not Be a 

Morality Free Zone.” Economics and Philosophy 24, no. 1 (2008): 36–64.
Bruni, Luigino, and Stefano Zamagni. Civil Economy: Efficiency, Equity and Public 

Happiness. Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2007. Originally published in 2004.
Caillé, Alain. Anthropologie du don: Le tiers paradigme [Anthropology of Gift: The 

Third Paradigm]. París: Desclée de Brouwer, 2000.
Crespo, Mariano. El perdón: Una investigación filosófica [Forgiveness: A Philosophi-

cal Investigation]. Madrid: Encuentro, 2004.
Crespo, Ricardo. “ ‘The Economic’ according to Aristotle: Ethical, Political and Epis-

temological Implications.” Foundations of Science 13, no. 3 (2008): 281–94.
De Muralt, André. La estructura de la filosofía política moderna [The Structure of 

Modern Political Philosophy]. Madrid: Istmo, 2002.
Falgueras, Ignacio. “El dar, actividad plena de la libertad transcendental” [Giving, 

Full Activity of Transcendental Freedom]. Studia Poliana 15 (2013): 69–108. 
Finley, Moses. “Aristotle and Economic Analysis.” Past and Present 47 (1970): 3–25.
Gillespie, Michael. The Theological Origins of Modernity. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2008.
Gilson, Étienne. Juan Duns Escoto: Introducción a sus posiciones fundamentales 

[John Duns Scotus: Introduction to His Fundamental Positions]. Pamplona: 
Eunsa, 2007. Originally published in 1952.



Gift,  Economics  and  So ciet y

198

———. Christian Philosophy: An Introduction. Translated by Armand Augustine 
Maurer. Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1993. Originally 
published in 1960.

Girard, René. Violence and the Sacred. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 
1977. 

Godbout, Jacques. Le don, le dette, l ‘identité: Homo donator versus homo economic-
us [Gift, Debt, Identity: Homo donator versus homo economicus]. París: La 
Découverte, 2000.

Godbout, Jacques, and Alain Caillé. L’esprit du don [The Spirit of Gift]. París: La 
Dècouverte, 1992.

Godelier, Maurice. The Enigma of the Gift. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1999.

González, Ángel Luis. “Thomistic Metaphysics: Contemporary Interpretations.” 
Anuario Filosófico 39, no. 2 (2006): 401–37.

———. Persona, libertad, don [Person, Freedom, Gift]. Inaugural lecture of the 
2013–14 academic year. Universidad de Navarra, Pamplona. September 6, 2013.

Haya, Fernando. El ser personal: De Tomás de Aquino a la metafísica del don [The 
Personal Being: From Thomas Aquinas to the Metaphysics of Gift]. Pamplona: 
Eunsa, 1997.

Hénaff, Marcel. “Religious Ethics, Gift Exchange and Capitalism.” European Journal 
of Sociology 44, no. 3 (2003): 293–324.

———. The Price of Truth: Gift, Money and Philosophy. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford 
University Press, 2010.

Hyde, Lewis. The Gift: Creativity and the Artist in the Modern World. New York: 
Random House, 2007.

John XXIII. Encyclical Letter Pacem in terris. April 11, 1963.
Langholm, Odd. Wealth and Money in the Aristotelian Tradition. Bergen: Universi-

tetsforlaget, 1983.
Llano, Alejandro. Deseo, violencia, sacrificio: El secreto del mito según René Girard 

[Desire, Violence, Sacrifice: The Secret of the Myth according to René Girard]. 
Pamplona: Eunsa, 2004.

Martínez Echevarría, Miguel Alfonso. Evolución del Pensamiento Económico [Evolu-
tion of Economic Thought]. Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 1983. 

———. “Don y desarrollo, bases de la economía” [Gift and Development, Founda-
tions of the Economy]. Scripta Theologica 42, no. 1 (2010): 121–38.

Mauss, Marcel. The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies. 
London: Cohen and West, 1966. Originally published in 1925.

Meikle, Scott. “Aristotle and the Political Economy of the Polis.” Journal of Hellenic 
Studies 99 (1979): 57–73.

———. Aristotle’s Economic Thought. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995.



Germán  Scalzo

199

Millet, Paul. Lending and Borrowing in Ancient Athens. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991.

Moreno Almárcegui, Antonio. “Ensayo sobre el don.” [Essay on Gift]. Actas del 
Seminario del grupo de investigación en Economía Política y Filosofía. Navarre: 
Universidad de Navarra, 2010.

———. “Consanguinidad y gracia: El culto a María y José en Occidente; Siglos 
I–XX. El caso de España” [Kinship and Grace: Devotion to Mary and Joseph 
in the West; 1st–20th centuries: The Case of Spain]. In Actas del Seminario del 
grupo de investigación en Economía Política y Filosofía. Navarre: Universidad de 
Navarra, 2015.

———. La apuesta de la filosofía medieval: Estudios tomistas, escotistas, ockhamistas 
y gregorianos [The Wager of Medieval Philosophy: Thomist, Scotist, Ockhamist, 
and Gregorian Studies]. Madrid: Marcial Pons, 2008.

Orléan, André. “Pour une aproche girardienne de l’homo oeconomicus” [A Gi-
rardian Approach to the Homo Oeconomicus]. Cahiers de L’Herne 89 (2008): 
261–65.

Paul VI. Encyclical Letter Populorum progressio. March 26, 1967.
Polo, Leonardo. Presente y futuro del hombre [Present and Future of Man]. Madrid: 

Rialp, 1993.
———. “Tener y dar” [Having and Giving]. In Sobre la existencia Cristiana, 103–36. 

Pamplona: Eunsa, 1996.
———. Ética: Hacia una versión moderna de los temas clásicos [Ethics: A Modern 

Version of Its Classic Themes]. Madrid: Aedos, 1997.
———. Antropología Trascendental. Vol. 1, La persona humana [Transcendental 

Anthropology. Vol. 1, The Human Person]. Pamplona: Eunsa, 1999.
———. Nominalismo, idealismo y realismo [Nominalism, Idealism, and Realism]. 

Pamplona: Eunsa, 2001.
———. Quién es el hombre: Un espíritu en el tiempo [Who Is Man: A Spirit in 

Time]. Madrid: Rialp, 2003.
———. “Lo radical y la libertad” [The Radical and Freedom]. Cuadernos de Anua-

rio Filosófico, no. 179. Pamplona, 2005.
Rieff, Philip. Charisma: The Gift of Grace and How It Has Been Taken Away from Us. 

New York: Pantheon, 2007.
Ritchie, David. “Aristotle’s Subdivisions of Particular Justice.” Classical Review 8, no. 

5 (1984): 185–92.
Rubio de Urquía, Rafael, and Juan José Pérez-Soba, eds. La doctrina social de la 

Iglesia: Estudios a la luz de la encíclica “Caritas in veritate” [The Social Doctrine 
of the Church: Studies in Light of the Encyclical “Caritas in veritate”]. Madrid: 
AEDOS-BAC, 2014.

Sánchez de la Cruz, Carlos. Don y gratuidad en el pensamiento de Joseph Ratzinger: 



Gift,  Economics  and  So ciet y

200

Claves para la teología moral [Gift and Gratuitousness in the Thought of Joseph 
Ratzinger: Keys for Moral Theology]. Madrid: Perpetuo socorro, 2012.

Scalzo, Germán. “Génesis del concepto de interés propio” [Genesis of the Concept 
of Self-Interest]. Cuadernos Empresa y Humanismo 108. Pamplona: Servicio de 
Publicaciones UNAV, 2008.

———. “La racionalidad en Max Weber.” [Max Weber on Rationality] Cuadernos 
Empresa y Humanismo 118. Pamplona: Servicio de Publicaciones UNAV, 2012.

———. “Génesis del pensamiento económico: Dos visiones en pugna” [Genesis of 
Economic Thought: Two Conflicting Visions]. Cauriensia 9 (2014): 341–74.

———. “A Genealogy of the Gift.” In Ethical Economy, edited by Alexander Brink 
and Jacob Dahl Rendtorff, vol. 51, Perspectives on Philosophy of Management 
and Business Ethics, edited by Jacob Dahl Rendtorff, 31–45. Basel, Switzerland: 
Springer Nature, 2016.

Sellés, Juan Fernando. Antropología para inconformes: Una antropología abierta 
al futuro [Anthropology for Nonconformists: An Anthropology Open to the 
Future]. Madrid: Rialp, 2007.

Soudek, Josef. “Aristotle’s Theory of Exchange: An Inquiry into the Origin of Eco-
nomic Analysis.” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 96, no. 1 
(1952): 45–75.

Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. London: Allen and 
Unwin, 1956. Originally published in 1905.

———. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1978. Originally published in 1922.

Yepes Stork, Ricardo. Fundamentos de antropología: Un ideal de la excelencia huma-
na [Foundations of Anthropology: An Ideal of Human Excellence]. Pamplona: 
Eunsa, 1977. 

Zamagni, Stefano. “Reciprocity, Civil Economy, Common Good.” In Pursuing the 
Common Good, edited by Margaret S. Archer and Pierpaolo Donati, 467–502. 
Vatican City: Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences, 2008. 

Zamagni, Stefano, and Luigino Bruni. Handbook on the Economics of Reciprocity 
and Social Enterprise. Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2013.



249

Contributors

Cardinal  Peter  K .  A .  Turkson  is prefect of the Dicastery for Promot-
ing Integral Human Development.

Elizabeth  Reichert  is a research assistant at the Markets, Culture and 
Ethics Research Centre at the Pontifical University of the Holy Cross, Rome. 

Rafael  Alvira  is emeritus professor of philosophy at the University of 
Navarra, Spain.

Markus  Krienke  is professor of social doctrine of the church at the 
Theological Faculty of Lugano and professor of philosophical anthropology 
at the Pontifical Lateran University in Rome.

Martin  Schlag  is professor for Catholic social thought, holder of the 
Alan W. Moss endowed Chair for Catholic Social Thought at the Center for 
Catholic Studies, University of St. Thomas (Minnesota), and director of the 
John A. Ryan Institute for Catholic Social Thought.

Domènec  Melé  is the holder of the Chair of Business Ethics, IESE Busi-
ness School, University of Navarra, Spain. 

Clemens  Sedmak  is professor of social ethics at the University of Notre 
Dame. 

Germán  Scalzo  is research professor in the School of Economics and 
Business at Panamerican University, Mexico. 

Juan  Luis  Martínez  is professor of marketing at IE Business School and 
Research Scholar at Universidad Francisco de Vitoria, Madrid. 

José  María  Ortiz  is dean of the School of Law and Business at Universi-
dad Francisco de Vitoria, Madrid.

Contribu tors
Contribu tors


