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Martin Heidegger’s formulation of ontological difference in his critique of Western metaphysics holds hermeneutics in tension with phenomenology.  This tension arises because any necessarily methodological guide to interpretation rests uneasily with the desire to free thought from conceptual constraints, to open thought to the world as it supposedly gives itself, unmediated by the distorting lenses of human intention, subjectivity or interest.  Arising from this tension, the so-called phenomenon of gift giving has received increasing attention in recent years among philosophers wishing to overcome the values of subject, self and consciousness as well as theologians interested in moving past ontotheology.  If defined as a unilateral donation without return, the gift seems impossible to achieve, because it always appears associated with some form of return or exchange.  Such a return might arise, for example, in a simple expression of gratitude on the part of the recipient, or self-worth on the part of the giver.  The gift is a problem for philosophy, because even the reception in thought of the concept of a gift already produces some residue of exchange, whether as an equivalent value, symbol or intention.   

Focusing on the recent writings of Jean-Luc Marion and Jacques Derrida, I explore in this paper one key area of the debate between those who insist that the gift, to be a gift, must remain purely unilateral and those less convinced about either the inevitability or undesirability of exchange.  Beginning with the question of Being left unresolved by Heidegger, I consider the specific problem of the relation between gift and exchange articulated by Marcel Mauss and Claude Lévi-Strauss and developed by Derrida and Marion.  I then assess the notions of subjectivity and time that sustain Derrida’s and Marion’s negotiations.  While both authors recognize rightly the incompatibility of the gift with subject-centered reason, the alternatives they propose are reducible to one common tendency:  Both imagine that the will possesses a capacity to choose.  This treatment not only misconstrues the will, it also perpetuates an ontology of violence and risks an agonistic relation between intellect and will, consciousness and desire, knowledge and love.

Against these readings, I propose an alternative philosophy of the gift, which locates its possibility in the right relation of the will to the good, rather than in unilateral action, radical independence from reason, or a privileged relation over subjectivity.  Through a consideration of the will and the passions as portrayed by Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, Maximus the Confessor, Aquinas, Duns Scotus, Suarez and others, I will show that diminishment of the gift occurs not by its cancellation in exchange, as Marion and Derrida would have it, but by its reduction to a passive expression of the passions.  Such a reduction diminishes the gift, because it entails a disordered relation of the will to the good, which reduces time to an empty spatialized domain of will to power.  However, a construal of the will as truly passionate eros, and thus also as participation, not only enables the gift to be, it also preserves the harmonious relation of knowledge and love. 

