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INTRODUCTION

This issue of the Miscellanea of the Scuola Superiore di Lingue Moderne is
more homogeneous than the others in theme; for this reason, it has been given a
title that indicates the general contents. Unlike past issues, which contained
articles which were also devoted to historical or literary matters, and were written
in several different languages, in this volume all the papers have to do with
linguistic questions, relating to problems of interpretation, communication and
translation.

The opening paper by John O'Neill is a stimulating discussion of the
problems of text interpretation in general; its point of departure is Derrida's
theory and practice of text hermeneutics. Three papers deal with language
teaching issues, two of them specifically with the use of the Internet in
teaching. These are followed by two articles dealing with issues involved in
assessing or maintaining quality in the interpretation process.

The short articles by Maria Teresa Musacchio and Silvia Campanini are
reviews of two recent books on translation that the two researchers have
translated into Italian. The concluding essay is a stimulating discussion of the
hazards involved in translating humourous texts from one language to another.

Of the authors included, five (Ulrych, Taino, Kellett, Musacchio,
Campanini) are teachers at the SSLMIT, while two (Carraro, Simonetto) are
former students of the SSLMIT. John O'Neill is a noted Canadian sociologist.

The paper by John O'Neill is a discussion of the meaning of giving, seen from a
sociological, anthropological and linguistic point of view. Though O'Neill's
work may seem more relevant to the concerns of sociologists, his analysis of
Derrida's strategies of interpretation is a cogent illustration of the dangers of
arbitary and self-indulgent hermeneutical procedures that fail to abide by the
normal constraints placed on text interpretation by common sense and historical
context. The central example discussed in some detail is the use Derrida makes
of Baudelaire's story "Counterfeit Money", which O'Neill criticizes quite
sharply. He writes: "Narrativity is not a field of undecidability. Nor is it an
exercise in lawlessness and amorality licensed by the (self-defeating) claim that
nothing exceeds fictionality. However much or whatever desire a reader may
invest in a story, the reader can evaluate the author's treatment, respect and abuse
of the contract” (p. 14).

In this sense, then, his paper is a good introduction to the general theme of
text interpretation, which is of great relevance for any applied work on
translation and interpretation. Anyone who is faced with the professional task of
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interpreting texts (in the most general sense) must be aware of what Umberto
Eco calls the "limits of interpretation"; it is these limits that O'Neill brings
home clearly. O'Neill's concluding section is an impassioned plea for a more
humane and compassionate society.

Katia Carraro's article is a very detailed discussion of the use of Internet tools
in language teaching. In a changing world, where the education system is also
changing, the use of the Internet in schools may be of great benefit. Teachers are
now viewed more as learning facilitators than as dispensers of knowledge. In this
context, the Internet is an almost unlimited resource for learning, research and
interaction.

Carraro discusses the various Internet tools that can be used in language
teaching and learning: electronic mail, newsgroups, audio- and
videoconferencing, information scarch, etc. She then goes on to develop a new
educational paradigm, which she calls "constructivist CALL." In this approach,
"the best thing a teacher can do is to be a good learner and to learn new things
with the students" (p. 41). In this kind of teacher-student collaboration, the
Internet is a precious tool, since it is a medium that encourages interaction and
independent learning. As she points out, "the Internet can be an endless mine of
educational opportunities ..." (p. 47). The information and advice she provides
(including a list of useful websites) should enable other teachers to take
advantage of this mine.

In her article, Margherita Ulrych discusses and illustrates the use of
multilingual parallel corpora in the teaching of translation into L2. The use of
such corpora makes the teaching of translation much more student-oriented, in
line with current communication-oriented approaches; the emphasis is placed on
discovering the translation equivalents actually used in published translated texts,
rather than on "rules" handed down by an "expert" in a dogmatic manner. There
are several advantages to this method. As Ulrych remarks, "Translation as a
classroom activity carried out along these lines makes students feel they are
acting as real cultural mediators actually bridging the gap between members of
different socio-cultural backgrounds that do not share the same knowledge. At
the same time, translation provides them with ample scope for exploring the
similarities and differences between languages and cultures, and sensitises them
to the compensating strategies that need to be activated to achieve the pragmatic
equivalence and cross-cultural understanding that is the goal of translation."
(p. 63) After a general theoretical discussion of the use of corpora in language
teaching, Ulrych goes on to illustrate the procedure with an example: what
students found out about the translation of infatti into English and its relation to
the English expression in fact. The process of exploring the corpora for actual
renderings of the Italian connective is very illuminating, and shows the great
potential of a corpus-based approach for the pedagogy of translation.



Introduction VII

Piergiulio Taino's article is concerned with the problems involved in
teaching a specialized language; in this case, the author deals with the teaching
of German economic language to Italian students. He begins with a description
and classification of specialized texts from the linguistic and sociolinguistic
point of view. Such texts have been analyzed by various scholars to identify
their specificity in the use of terminology or in certain grammatical features;
some writers have attempted to make generalizations about the redaction of such
texts in different languages and cultures. After reviewing the various positions
on this subject, Taino goes on to discuss the structures generally found in such
texts, and the vexed problem of denotation and connotation which, while not
new in the literature, nevertheless deserves more attention than it has usually
received. Other sections of his paper deal with the problems of socialization, or
how to adapt courses in specialized fields to specific learning needs; the
processes of perception, models and their consequences for teaching and learning;
the optimization of theoretical knowledge in the choice of economic texts, and
the possible contents of a course on economic language (specifically, the
language of economic texts in German). His article presents many insights that
will prove interesting and stimulating to others working in the same or similar
fields.

The article by Cynthia Jane Kellett Bidoli reviews the literature on the
subject of quality assessment in conference interpreting. As she points out, "the
problem of recognising quality, defining and assessing it in some way has
always been of central concern in the training of professional interpreters” (p.
105). Her discussion deals first with the research on quality in simultaneous
interpreting, then with quality in consecutive interpeting, as perceived by the
end-users. This is then followed by an analysis of the various criteria used in
defining quality, and the problems involved in their quantification and
measurement. As she writes in her conclusion, "... the very essence of 'quality'
is in itself difficult to define, although it is an element present and recognised in
all aspects of professional interpreting (p. 122)." What seems most important
and interesting is to establish a general 'collective view' of quality in
interpretation. The author concludes with a rapid look at some of the constraints
on research in the field and an invitation to researchers to pursue their studies
further "in this intricate, sometimes perplexing, and enigmatic subject” (p. 123).

Francesca Simonetto's article deals with a specific case of quality assessment
in simultaneous interpreting: the interpretation by students of the film Belle
époque. The simultaneous interpretation of films is a task not usually faced by
interpreting students, and not even by all professionals. It obviously calls for a
slightly different approach from that adopted for the simultaneous interperetation
of a conference speaker. Dr. Simonetto discusses the film in question, the
particular kinds of cultural and linguistic problems it poses (knowledge of
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historical events, shifting registers, the use of vulgarisms, culture-bound terms,
prosody, etc.) and then gives a detailed analysis of the errors students made in
their attempts at interpreting. The errors are divided into two large sub-groups
("misinterpretation of the text" and "inadequate expression"), which are used as
general headings for other, more specific categories of errors, such as omissions
or additions, or the loss of rhetorical effect or coherence. Each of these types of
errors is then discussed in turn, and exemplified by some of the most interesting
and representative renderings. While this study has no claims to statistical
validity, it is nonetheless of interest in showing with great clarity the kinds of
problems that are encountered in this task. The errors appear due mainly to the
speed of delivery, an inadequate linguistic competence in the source language and
sometimes also in the target language, a lack of familiarity with the historical
context, unfamiliarity with the kinds of informal registers used, and interference
phenomena.

The article by Maria Teresa Musacchio is a review of E. Gentzler's book
Contemporary Translation Theories, which she also recently translated into
Italian. Gentzler attempts to cover all the most important theories and schools of
thought on translation that have appeared in the twentieth century, from 1. A.
Richards to the feminists and post-colonialists, passing by way of Nida, Wilss,
Lefevere, Derrida and others. He does so from a specific, critical point of view,
in a sort of "dialogue" with the texts aimed at eliciting the contribution of each
approach to contemporary translation studies. His main interest lies in the field
of literary translation, and the various theories are all discussed from this
standpoint. As Musacchio points out, despite its limited and partisan
perspective, the book is undoubtedly of considerable interest to anyone who
wants to gain an insight into the issues of current translation theory.

The article by Silvia Campanini offers a brief but clear and complete
overview of the ideas of André Lefevere with regard to literary translation.
Originally intended as an introduction to the Italian edition of Translation,
Rewriting, and the Manipulation of Literary Fame (translated by Campanini
herself), the short essay may also serve as a respectful but critical exposition of
the main ideas of this author, who still remains one of the most influential,
albeit controversial theorists in the field of literary translation. Putting to good
advantage his vast erudition, Lefevere places the translator in his historical and
cultural context, highlighting the role of social, cultural and ideological factors
in determining and conditioning the translator's work. He abstains from giving
"rules" for the execution of "successful" translations, even though, as
Campanini points out, he "comments on translation solutions that are clearly
inadequate, resorting to irony and sarcasm (p. 206: "commenta soluzioni
traduttive palesemente inadeguate ricorrendo all'ironia e al sarcasmo")". For
Lefevere, the important thing is to see how translation work has actually been
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considered in different times and places in order to understand better the role that
translations may have (and have had) within the recipient cultutre. The great
merit of his approach is to call attention to the variety of approaches to
translation that have existed in different cultures, and thus to show the cultural
relativity of every statement about the nature and mode of translation itself.

Cultural and linguistic relativity are further explored in the second article by
Silvia Campanini, in which she examines the various problems involved in the
translation of humour and the specific strategies that have been and can be
adopted to translate texts that on the face of it seem to be untranslatable. Taking
as her starting point two comic novels, by David Lodge and Julian Barnes
respectively, she looks at the Italian and German editions of them, noting the
differences (and inconsistencies) in translation strategies.She considers both
linguistic constraints, whether semantic, phonological or grammatical, and
cultural constraints (literary allusions, cultural stercotypes) that condition the
outcome of the translation process. The necessarily imperfect and provisional
nature of the translated text becomes clear from this discussion; the end product
is the result of the translator's creativity, the nature of the languages involved,
and cultural and ideological conditionings.

To conclude the issue there are two new short articles by Piergiulio Taino on
certain questions of language use in modern German. In one, the author analyzes
the usage of nouns in economic and financial texts taken from issues of the daily
newspaper Handelsblatt which appeared in July 1999. The other paper examines
the origin and use of the lexeme Genossenschaft and related terms in modern
German writings and laws on cooperatives.

This issue thus offers an interesting variety of points of view on linguistic and
communicative issues, and should prove to have something for anyone
concerned with the communication process, problems of interpretation, language
teaching, or that particular form of cross-cultural communication known as
translation. It is this editor's hope that further ideas and issues will emerge from
these essays, stimulating researchers in the field of language and comunication
to contribute to future volumes with renewed insights.

Gerald Parks






WHAT GIVES (WITH DERRIDA)?

John O'Neill
York University, Canada and Stratfordshire University, UK.

Introduction: Economy of the Text: Derrida/Mauss/Baudelaire

I want to give my time — here, in this essay — to the current crisis of the secular
gift. Today, we mean to give less to the poor — to refuse them work, to reduce
their wages, to withdraw welfare and to turn away the beggar. To rationalize the
withdrawal of our gift, market theorists have enunciated an ideology of the free
gift — the gift that must obligate neither the donor nor the recipient. It is quite
remarkable therefore that Derrida (1991; 1994) should have provided the
ideologists of the free gift with a philosophical/ literary pedigree. Worse still,
Derrida has tried to overwhelm the counter tradition of the gift that is voluntary
yet obligatory (Mauss in The Gift 1950; 1990). To resist Derrida's, insistence
upon the aporia of the gift — derived from his reading of Baudelaires (1970;
1995) story, "The Counterfeit Money" — I am obliged first to reconstruct
Mauss's essay, The Gift, as well as Baudelaire's story, to re-stage both of them
as critiques of the market devalorization of the gift economy. What Mauss
teaches us is that social life involves a meta-gift, i.e., an inalienable surplus of
labour and service that cannot be reduced to the calculation of contracts. This gift
cannot be returned by creating an egalitarian society, anymore than it can be
liquidated in the exercise of possessive talents. This is because the surplus value
in the gift derives from an economy of collective ability rather than individual
need. It therefore complements the inequality of need with an exorbitant gift of
civic assurances, as we shall argue in the concluding section of this essay.

1. No Time For Charity

Foreword

Derrida documents the amount of time he has given/spent on the quasi-economic
concepts of appropriation, exappropriation, speculation and economy in earlier
seminars and publications. As a result, Dermrida finds that he has also been
working on the notion of the gift more or less consciously for twenty years.
What are we to make of this legacy — should we ignore it, for the sake of the
gift?
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The Time of the King: Derrida's Given Time:

Derrida takes all my time; I give the rest to Mauss to whom I would
like to give all. (Signed: John O'Neill)

Why break Derrida's dominion this way? There is no other way (O'Neill 1990).
Derrida rules by self-citation, by self-appropriation, by endless writing that
observes no economy of argument or reference other than a psychonomics of
patristic denomination and self-filiation (witness the foreword):

The King takes all my time; I give the rest to Saint-Cyr, to whom I
would like to give all. (Signed: Madame de Maintenon)

Derrida locates the problematic of the gift in a stray remark of Madame &
Maintenon, the mistress of Louis XIV. He chides us for our likely surprise at
this move, putting us in danger of blindness to the problem of time as a
woman's problem, of taking the male's position — and a regal one at that! We are
already guilty of phallic indifference to "woman's problem". Which problem?
They all come to the same thing, i.e., the all-consuming demand that she give
that which she does not have (to give), i.e., phallic time. But is the King or
Queen removed from the politics and economy of time? Does a monarch have all
of everyone's time so s/he can meet any demands upon her/his own time
effortlessly? If no one else has any time that is not in service of the monarch,
are Kings and Queens condemned to spend all their time dispensing the only
time there is in a regal economy? Such questions simply proliferate because
Derrida has suppressed the temporal economy in which everyone lives, i.e, given
time, time that cannot be owned by anyone, by monarch or by subject.
Meantime, we are subjected to Derrida's reading of Madame de Maintenon's
"apparent" complaint that she wishes she had more time to devote to charity
than her obligations to the king leave her. Anyone can understand this
complaint. There is nothing behind its "appearance" except that, having
phallicized time, Derrida has to rescue the reference to Saint-Cyr with his own
specious gloss:

The King takes all, she gives the rest.

The rest is not, there is the rest that

is given or that gives itself. It does

not give itself to someone, because,

as everyone knows, Saint-Cyr is not

her lover, and it is above all not masculine...

I have stressed the parenthetical "as everyone knows" because this is precisely
what is violated in Derrida's epigraph:
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The King takes all my time; I give the
rest to Saint-Cyr, to whom 1 would
like to give all (my emphasis).

The translator has in fact rendered to Saint-Cyril what Madame de Maintenon
wishes to devote to the foundation for young girls named after him. Derrida,
however, clears up a grammatical error with a sexual gratuity:

Saint-Cyr is a - very feminine - place,

a charity, an institution, more exactly

a foundation of Madame de Maintenon's.
Saint-Cyr is the name of a charitable
institution for the education of impoverished
ladies of good families (Derrida's emphasis).

Here gender troubles simply metastatize. Woman's time like man's time (le
temps) is masculine. Even the rest of her time is masculine (le reste), and,
despite Derrida's insistence, not only woman's part left to her by man. A
foundation is feminine (la fondation). But its patron saint may be masculine
(Saint-Cyr) while its patron may be either masculine (le patron) or feminine (la
patronne), as it is in Madame de Maintenon's case.

Derrida's strategy of genderizing time introduces (sexual) difference into the
economy of time where it has no particular force — any more than it has in
grammar. In any case, as he admits, it far exceeds anything in Madame &
Maintenon's comment upon her expressed wish that she might have more time
to devote to charity. Still, he insists, you never can tell whether or not she was
raising the question of gender to explore the inversion of "giving-taking" and
thereby opening up the aporia of the gift — i.e, of the impossibility of charity!

(Ig) Nota Bene: St. Cyril, Bishop of Alexandria rejected the teaching
of Nestorius, Bishop of Constantinople, who argued
that the Blessed Virgin was not the mother of God
(Theotokos) but only of a man (Anthropotokos) Jesus,

who was later divinized for his good works.
(Warner 1985)

2. Derrida's present: the aneconomic gift

The practice of giving is both an element of sociability and of economy (Cheal
1988). Gifts create relations that create gifts. Gifts valued uniquely for their
expression of love may nevertheless have been subject to all the laws of material
production and exchange that determined their purchase price to the donor. Once
given, the lover's gift goes out of circulation while love and fortune last. If
diamonds are a girl's best friend, it is because they promise to outlast the two
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economies of libidinal and material exchange. At this level, Derrida has nothing
to teach us on the time of the gift. How, then, does he appropriate what
everyone knows to give it back as what we can learn only from him? Is this not
a poor return? He does it by simply rejecting the universal embedding of
exchange, gift and debt, and by depriving the conventional understanding (given
in the very sources to which he appeals) of their contextual logic:

If the figure of the circle is essential
to economics, the gift must-remain
aneconomic (Derrida 1994: 7).

But there is no society whose members do not understand the language games of
economic exchange and of gift exchange that obtain in kin and non-kin relations.
Thus we cannot separate gift economies from exchange economies on the ground
that the former are primitive, primordial or paradisical while the latter are
modern, individualistic and rational (Yang 1994; 1996). Nor can we simply
assert, as does Derrida, that there is "law" in the economy of exchange but
"anomy" in the gift economy. This erases any understanding of order in non-
state societies in the name of the anti-law posture of Derridean deconstruction.
What is at issue in the economy of the gift is the difference between pre- and
post-state practices of peace-keeping:

The connection between material flow and social relations is
reciprocal. A specific social relation may constrain a given movement
of goods, but a specific transaction — 'by the same token' — suggests a
particular social relation. If friends make gifts, gifts make friends. A
great proportion of primitive exchange, much more than our own
traffic, has as its decisive function this latter, instrumental one: the
material flow underwrites or initiates social relations. Thus do
primitive peoples transcend Hobbesian chaos. For the indicative
condition of primitive society its the absence of a public and
sovereign power: persons and (especially groups) confront each other
not merely as distinct interests but with the possible inclination and
certain right to physically prosecute these interests. Force is
decentralized, legitimately held in severalty, the social compact has
yet to be drawn, the state nonexistent. So peacemaking is not a
sporadic intersocietal event, it is a continuous process within society
itself (Sahlins, 1965: 139-140).

Because he ignores the institutional contexts of exchange, Derrida's strategy of
assigning conflicting temporalitites to the economy (cycle) and to the gift
(effraction) misreads the social time of the gift. Nothing is exchanged for the
sake of exchange — apart from the fiction of Derrida's economics. All exchange
occurs to enhance relations of exchange. Therefore all exchanges must in some
respect be umequal in order to sustain interest in the social and political
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relationship that they presuppose. If either trade or the gift were absolutely and
immediately reciprocated , the time-binding of social and political relationships
would be zero. There is no economy where exchange and gift relations are
absolutely rather than contextually seperated:

The casual received view of reciprocity supposses some fairly direct
one-for-one exchange, balanced reciprocity, or a near approximation
of balance. It may not be inappropriate, then, to footnote this
discussion with a respectful demur: that in the main run of primitive
societies, taking into account directly utilitarian as well as
instrumental transactions, balanced reciprocity is not the prevalent
form of exchange. A question might even be raised about the stability
of balanced reciprocity. Balanced exchange may tend toward self-
liquidation. On one hand, a series of honorably balanced dealings
between comparatively distant parties builds trust and confidence, in
effect reduces social distance, and so increases the chances for more
generalized future dealings — as the initial blood-brotherhood
transaction creates a 'credit rating', as it were. On the other hand, a
renege acts to sever relations — as failure to make returns breaks a
trade-partnership — if it does not actually invite chicanery to return.
May we conclude that balanced reciprocity is inherently unstable? Or
perhaps that it requires special conditions for continuity? (Sahlins
1965: 178; my emphasis)

But Derrida can blithely set himself apart from the anthropological tradition on
the embedded relations of gift and economy by declaring that he is opposed to
tradition in any shape or form. To Derrida "tradition" means repetition and
recycling. One only gives what one expects to get back. One has nothing to
give that one has not borrowed. This is not for the sons of Derrida:

we are departing, in a peremptory and distinct fashion, from this
tradition. That is to say, from tradition itself. We will take our point
of departure in the disassociation, in the overwhelming evidence of
this other axiom: There is gift, if there is any, only in what interrupts
the system as well as the symbol, in a partition without return and
without division (répartition), without being-with-self of the gift-
counter-gift (Derrida 1994: 13).

The Derridean gift — if it exists — must be unconstrained; it must be asocial and
unconscious. It must neither aggrandize the giver nor diminish the receiver; it is
aneconomic, apolitical and non-sacrificial. We can glimpse its nature in
Heidegger's On Time and Being (1972), says Derrida, and see it even more
clearly in Baudelaire's "Counterfeit Money". But we would be wasting our time
to look in Mauss' The Gift (1990), as we shall do, but ignoring the
Heideggerian side-track.
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3. Poisoning The Gift

Derrida’'s forte is to make difficulties where there are none. This does not mean
that there is no problematic of the gift, especially in industrial society. This is
in fact what Mauss helps us to adress. So, once again, we have to resist
Derrida's substitution of Baudelaire's story of the evil gift for Mauss' essay on
the good gift. Not to do so, is to surrender to Derrida's own mad economics
distilled from reversing the terms of the gift so that anything given and received
is a poisoned gift (pharmakon). Derrida wants the shoe on the other foot. That
is, he wants the gift to entirely (madly) exceed the constraints of exchange. He is
convinced that Mauss missed the problematic of the overlap in the two practices.
But no one treats this overlap as an absolute contradiction because theorists and
agents understand the difference in the social contexts of the gift. Donors and
recipients expect a gift to require exchange of gifts of some kind, at some time
or other:

Balanced reciprocity is less 'personal' than generalized reciprocity.
From our own vantage-point it is 'more economic'. The parties
confront each other as distinct economic and social interests. The
material side of the transaction is at least as critical as the social:
There is more or less precise reckoning, as the things given must be
covered within some short term. So the pragmatic test of balanced
reciprocity becomes an inability to tolerate one-way flows; the
relations between people are disrupted by a failure to reciprocate
within limited time and equivalence leeways. It is notable of the main
run of generalized reciprocities that the material flow is sustained by
prevailing social relations; whereas, for the main run of balanced
exchange, social relations hinge on the material flow (Sahlins 1965:
148)

Mauss is concerned to show that gift economies only appear "mad", "excessive"
or "primitive" from the standpoint of an economy whose contract basis limits
trust, time and solidarity. Of course, once the contract economy has achieved
dominance over gift economies, it narrativizes this dominion in terms of the rule
of reason over madness to assume a philosophical gloss upon its practices; or
else it casts the difference between them as the story of the rise of individualism
over tribalism and collectivism — to engage a political gloss on the same
practices. Thus Mauss' essay is an attempt to restore the suppressed history of
the gift economy in order to revalorize its place in a society that is neither-
capitalist-nor-communist. A society where there is no denial (repression) of the
necessary overlap of gift and exchange is neither an historical nor a political
fiction. What is at stake is a cultural universal whose legacy we need to draw
upon in contemporary society where we experience a crisis of liberality (O'Neill
1994).
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Derrida decomposes Mauss' text in four moves:

D

he separates the time of the free gift from the time of the reciprocal
gift;

(I

he locates the "madness" (débandade) of Mauss' language in the
semantic dislocation of the "bound" and the "unbound" gift — "that
which does not return to the father or that which does not return in

general", i.e., Derridean dissemination, or writing;

(1)

he argues that the play in the language game of giving, taking,
receiving is evidence of the impossibility of any transcendental
reduction of the gift, i.e., of the impossibility of the Gift (Nature,
Being, God, Phallus) being a gift or partial object;

(Iv)

he questions (rhetorically) whether Mauss' The Gift addresses only its
own impossibility, excusing itself for "taking sides" (parti pris) in
the question of the gift versus the contract economy.

Derrida's devices reduce The Gift to a delirious text that invites its mirror text in
Mallarmé's poem, "To A Poor Man" (1961), Baudelaire's poem "Beat Up The
Poor" and his story "Counterfeit Money" (1975) whose text Derrida introduces
as a reading machine for Mauss' The Gift. The reading-effect of these
supplementary texts is to deepen the undecidability of the very notion of charity:

Ne t'imagine pas que je dis des folies

La terre s'ouvre vieille & qui créve la faim

Je hais une autre auméne et veux que tu m'oublies.

Et surtout ne vas pas, frére, acheter du pain.
(Mallarmé)

Do not suppose that I am talking madness
The earth opens up old to one dying of hunger
I hate another arms and want you to forget me.
And most of all, brother, do not go buy bread.
(Mallarmé)

But what the texts have in common is their desire to address the very possibility
of commonality, exemplified in Mallarmé's poem or Mauss' essay and in any
commentary upon them. What Mauss asks is that we neither "rationalize" nor
"jrrationalize" the act of charity. What he does not do is to archaicize or
transcendentalize this demand. Yet that is just what Derrida does in citing Mauss'
epigraph (for which Derrida has in turn substituted his own epigraph from
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Madame de Maintenon) to displace Mauss' position with his own inquiry into
the time of the gift. Mauss adopts several stanzas from a poem in the
Scandanavian Edda to introduce his essay on the gift. Whereas Derrida picks out
only the last stanza; let us give it with Mauss' summarizing gloss:

It is better not to beg [ask for something]
Than to sacrifice too much [to the gods]:

A present given always expects one in return.
It is better not to bring any offering

Than to spend too much on it.

The Subject is clear. In Scandinavian civilization, and in a good
number of others, exchanges and contracts take place in the form of
presents; in theory these are voluntary, in reality they are given and
reciprocated obligatorily. (Mauss 1990: 2-3, my emphasis)

The value of the longer citation is that one can see from the poem that the gift
cannot be extracted from the political economy of alliances. "There are no free
gifts", as Douglas (1990) puts it. But not for Derrida's reasons. It is because
there is too much at stake in failing to make a friend rather than an enemy.
Derrida's insistence on the free gift that lays no return upon the receiver
thoroughly confuses Mauss' point that the subjective time of the free gift is the
other side of the objective time of the obligation to return a gift.

Derrida totally ignores Mauss' gloss on the poem. The contrast is not
between gift and exchange — except from a later economistic perspective — but
between the subjective and objective dimensions of an economy of gift-giving
that is a cultural universal. Derrida's version of the time of the gift misreads its
temporal structure, separating, archaicizing and privileging its ideological
spontaneity over its material necessity:

The gift, generosity, conspicuous distribution — the extreme case of
which is the potlatch — are operations of social alchemy which may be
observed whenever the direct application of overt physical or
economic violence is negatively sanctioned, and which tend to bring
about the transmutation of economic capital into symbolic capital.
Wastage of money, energy, time, and ingenuity is the very essence of
the social alchemy through which an interested relationship is
transmuted into a disinterested, gratuitous relationship, overt
domination into misrecognized, "socially recognized" domination, in
other words, legitimate authority (Bourdieu 1977: 192).

To return to Derrida's substitute epigraph: Madame de Maintenon does not wish
there were two kinds of time — one she renders to the king and one she gives to
charity. She wishes that she were not "commanded to give" her time to the king
to the extent he lays claim upon her. She does not want more time. She knows
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that only a change in her status, i.e., once the king is dead, will give her time to
devote to her charitible foundation. Yet she need not desire the king's death as
Derrida implies. What is at issue is how the political circumstances of Madame
de Maintenon materially determine the subjective expression of her complaint
uttered in her correspondence with Madame Brinon.

Having painstakingly adopted the positive method of comparative analysis to
ground the gift as a cultural universal, Mauss ventures to conclude that we must
hold the line against disembedding exchange and the gift. Derrida, however,
charges him with excusing himself for taking sides (parti pris) on a question that
exceeds the bounds of his study! He even implies that Mauss is passing off bad
money, referring to a long note (Mauss 1990: 100-102, n. 29) where Mauss
argues the case that the current form of money has evolved from a more
embodied coinage. The point Mauss makes is that if we do not separate
ourselves — as rationalists do — from our own cultural history, then perhaps we
can treat wages as payment to a man/woman with a social life larger than is
calculated in wages contracted solely for a job. Mauss would be violating his
own labour, if all he was doing at the conclusion of The Gift was to pull out of
thin air a declaration on behalf of the gift economy. But Derrida perversely
insists that Mauss' caution is counterfeit. He accuses Mauss of hiding his desire
to substitute a gift economy for a contract economy, even though he himself
suspects he is simply "paying us with words while talking a lot of hot air"
"nous payer des mots en se payant des mots" (Derrida 1994: 61; 1991: 84).

Desperate to substitute his own coin, Derrida admonishes Mauss for failing
to take responsibility for The Gift! He cites Mauss' beautiful concluding pages
by underlining any term whose ethico-natural unity (must/il faut) can be given a
naturalistic/deterministic sense as though Mauss himself had seperated what he
had shown our cultural history has never completely seperated, however harsh
the more recent talk of contract and individualism:

...the mass of prescriptive (ethical, moral, juridical, political) "il faut"
(it is necessary, one must, one should, one ought to and so forth) that
are unleashed in the last chapter titled "Conclusion” and especially in
its first subchapter ("Moral Conclusions"). These "il faut" accumulate
according to a regular law. Not that the "il faut" are lacking before this
moral conclusion. But here they are assumed in a declared fashion and
are regulated by a law that may appear strange but that alone can
account for the little sentence I began by quoting. No doubt, as with
every "il faut," this law of the "il faut" is that one must — il faut — go
beyond contestation and prescribe. One must — il faut — opt for the
gift, for generosity, for noble expenditure, for a practice and a
morality of the gift ("il faut donner," one must give). One cannot be
content to speak of the gift and to describe the gift without giving and
without saying one must give, without giving by saying one must
give, without giving to think that one must give but a thinking that



10 John O'Neill

would not consist merely in thinking but in doing what is called
giving, a thinking that would call upon one to give in the proper
sense, that is, to do more than call upon one to give in the proper
sense of the word, but to give beyond the call, beyond the mere word
(Derrida 1992: 62).

But Mauss argues that the myth of a primitive state of nature where men are
ruled by violence and domination is more likely as a late capitalist scenario than
as a real primitive history from which we have removed ourselves due to the rule
of reason and individualism:

The themes of the gift, of the freedom and the obligation inherent in
the gift, of generosity and self-interest that are linked in giving, are
reappearing in French society, as a dominant motif too long
forgotten.

But to note the fact is not enough. One must deduce practice from it,
and a moral precept. It is not sufficient to say that the law is in the
process of ridding itself of a few abstractions such as the distinction
between real law and personal law; or that it is intent on adding other
rights to the cold-hearted law of sale and payment for services. It must
be said that this is a salutary revolution.

First of all, we return, as return we must, to habits of 'aristocratic
extravagance'. As is happening in English-speaking countries and so
many other contemporary societies, whether made up of savages or the
highly civilized, the rich must come back to considering themselves —
freely and also by obligation — as the financial guardians of their
fellow citizens. Among ancient civilizations, from which ours has
sprung, some had a (debtors") jubilee, other liturgies (of duty) such as
choregies and trierarchies, and syussitia (meals in common), and the
obligatory expenditure by the aedile and the consular dignitaries. We
should return to laws of this kind. Then there must be more care for the
individual, his life, his health, his education (which is, moreover, a
profitable investment), his family, and their future. There must be
more good faith, more sensitivity, more generosity in contracts
dealing with the hiring of services, the letting of houses, the sale of
vital foodstuffs. And it will indeed be necessary to find a way to limit
the rewards of speculation and interest (Mauss 1990: 68-69).

Derrida pillories Mauss' modest conclusion, accusing him of hiding hubris
behind mediocritas in his appeal to marry reality and idealism. In valorizing
labour at the same time as the gift, Derrida argues that Mauss subverts his own
cause, making it undecidable. Finally, he spurns Mauss' failure of moral nerve,
reducing Mauss' better grasp of the notion of cultural exemplarity to simple
naturalism and archaism:

However, the individual must work. He should be forced to rely upon
himself rather than upon others. On the other hand, he must defend his
interests, both personal and as a member of a group. Over-generosity,
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