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 Introduction


 Nothing orders our lives so smoothly and so subtly as the almost invisible ordinary. The simple habit of saying "thank you," and the notion of gratitude that underlies it, can be a key to understanding many of the basic assumptions, preferences, and needs of Western culture. Yet most people think surprisingly little about gratitude, unless they are in the middle of experiencing it intensely, or until they feel seriously hurt by other people's failure to be grateful when they should be. We often express dismay at an apparent drop in the "standards" of gratitude in society as a whole (people have always tended to complain that gratitude seems to be dying out). But it continues to be a common virtue; otherwise, our society would show far worse signs of disintegration than it does. Ingratitude is excoriated today, as it always has been. And gratitude remains an omnipresent knitter-up of the fabric of modern life. We are rarely grateful enough for it.

My hope in writing The Gift of Thanks is to draw attention to the complexities as well as the importance of what happens every time gratitude is felt or its absence deplored. The book takes seriously the plural form of the English word thanks. Through the variety of its contents it reflects the multifaceted nature of gratefulness, starting with the simplest and apparently most trivial of its expressions, which is verbal thanking, and ending with gratitude at its highest levels.

 A major theme running through the book is freedom. This should be made clear from the start because, as we shall see, the old idea that gifts are freely given and gratitude is a free response has come under attack. True, saying "thank you" still fulfills a requirement of conventional good manners: it is usually in our own self-interest, therefore, to produce signs of gratefulness, whether we are genuinely moved or not, for a favour done or a gift given. And the words "thank you" are so easily said that people who "know the rules" comply with scarcely a thought. Other people—and not only givers—expect them to do so. Requirements, rules of etiquette, and a feeling that we "have to" certainly point to obligation rather than freedom. Yet a cardinal rule of gratitude remains: no matter how desirable it may be, a truly grateful response cannot be exacted. Gratitude must be freely given; otherwise, it might be a polite show, but it is not gratitude.

Trying to define and explain thankfulness has helped me understand my own reactions to many different encounters with other people: of admiration, disappointment, humility, relief, outrage, and amazement. I came to realize that gratitude (or the lack of it) was often involved in such episodes of feeling. Yet the closer I came to grasping what exactly gratitude was, and was not, the more complicated this emotion seemed, and the more implicated with other factors not obviously related. No sooner had I zeroed in on one facet of thankfulness than another appeared. The notion shifted, depending on which side of a transaction (the giver's or the receiver's) was considered, and from what point of view. Was gratefulness a virtue—or simply an emotion, for which one could not be held responsible? Was it an action (repaying a favour)—or a feeling? A spontaneously joyful reaction, a sense of relief—or something one was expected to produce on cue? Could one demand thankfulness from someone else? If so, why were people (myself included) so often and so blithely ungrateful? If not, why was I furious when I wanted gratitude and did not get it? Was it base of me to desire it?

Beginning to read around the subject, I was startled to discover how little had been written specifically addressing it. An enormous amount of modern research had been conducted into gifts, most of it treating giving either as irrational where it was not conventional, or as calculating, even downright hypocritical. We are supposed to be grateful for receiving gifts, yet thankfulness did not seem to be part of the story; gratitude nearly always went unmentioned. Where the subject was raised, it was often with suspicion, and with the presumption that gratitude must be something false, the product merely of social pressure. Perhaps giving thanks seems to such writers to have something archaic about it, the phrase itself bringing to mind religious liturgies or traditional events like Thanksgiving. But there have been exceptions to the unspoken rule, and these, almost as surprisingly, tend to exalt gratitude beyond measure. In the early twentieth century the German sociologist Georg Simmel claimed that gratitude is what in fact holds all of society together. He called it "the moral memory of mankind."

 I decided to try to answer questions arising from my own observations, starting with the insistence with which we as parents teach our children to say "thank you," and considering the very different roles "gratitude" can play in cultures other than our own. There has been almost no attempt to bring together a consideration of thanking not only from a modern point of view, but also historically. So this book moves into the pre-literate past to look for signs of gratitude there, and goes on to examine not only modern writings in our own culture, but ancient ones as well: the Bible; the Greek and Roman philosophers, historians, and poets; medieval, Renaissance, and Enlightenment sources; folktales, novels, plays, and films. For giving and gratitude create and sustain memories; they and their opposites are natural drivers of myths and stories. These in their turn help us understand what thankfulness, and unthankfulness, can mean to us in everyday life.

Thanks are given to others, and, properly understood, are themselves a gift. One cannot adequately discuss gift-giving, therefore, and especially giving in return, without taking gratitude into account. The idea that being grateful is a source of pleasure is inscribed in the very etymologies of some of the words signifying gratitude. Does this meaning offer "happiness" as a reward for obeying social hierarchies—or does it point to something profoundly true? Under what conditions may gratefulness produce authentic happiness? Certainly gratitude can reach a pinnacle of human virtue, and when it does, its nature and reasons are astonishing, but clear. The lower levels, the ordinary instances of this feeling, on the other hand, are confused and murky, in need of elucidation.

 In the end I found myself agreeing with Simmel that gratitude is of inestimable importance to all of society. I would go further and claim that it also contributes to the spiritual well-being of every person, but especially of those who are thankful—in the true meaning of the word. These days we have a new and particular take on gratitude, and an urgency about rediscovering deep sources for it that is all our own. Our modern society stands in special need of the gift of thanks.

***

I want to thank everyone who encouraged me to engage in writing this book and helped bring it to fruition. Many pages in it were written with particular friends in mind, remembering discussions with them on the subject of gratitude, and out of my experience of our relationships. I would like particularly to thank my agents Linda McKnight and Zoe Pagnamenta, my publishers Iris Tupholme of HarperCollins Canada and Rebecca Saletan of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt in New York for their loyalty and support, my copy editor Allyson Latta, and my proofreader Rebecca Vogan. My thanks, too, to the John P. Robarts Research Library at the University of Toronto, for continuing to provide research facilities that are not easily matched elsewhere. Finally, I am grateful for the beauty of the countryside where this book was written, and for the presence on the horizon of Mont Saint-Barthelemy which presided over the entire process. Deo gratias.


 PART I

Saying




 1. "What Do You Say?"

People whose native language is English traditionally feel that gratitude is a good thing, that "the least they can do" for people who help them, give them presents, or do them favours is to thank them. To begin with, they usually have the habit of saying "thank you" drummed into them at an early age. And linguistic custom requires them to produce "thank you" and "thanks" not only when they feel gratitude, but also when it is thought they should feel grateful even though they do not. Indeed, they often feel obliged to say "thanks" in situations where gratitude is irrelevant.

This constant reiteration of "thank you" seems very odd to foreigners—even to other Europeans. The Spanish become suspicious if, translating English mannerisms directly into Spanish, an Anglo-Saxon keeps saying "thank you" to them: the constant thanker looks, at best, insincere. His interlocutor may suspect that such exaggerated politeness hides ulterior motives, that attempts are being made, for example, to exert pressure or artificially to impress. Constant thanking can actually create distance between a foreigner and a Spaniard. Another idiosyncrasy that is judged strange by non-Anglo-Saxons is the automatic production of"I'm sorry." An Englishman, according to the French, is someone who is jostled and apologizes, who says "I'm sorry" when somebody else steps on his toe.


 Polite native speakers of English who commonly mix with others like themselves may say "thank you" a hundred times or more every day. Most of those occasions involve little or no grateful emotion. It is true, of course, that lots of English people fail to say "thank you" when they should; but the convention remains strong. In fact, precisely when people feel, as they increasingly do in our day, that mannerly behaviour in general is on the way out, as they become less and less willing to enact the previously ordained formalities that constitute politeness, the few rules that do remain take on unprecedented force. "Say 'thank you'" is one of these. You ignore this example of "the last few rules that remain" either because you are indifferent to whether you associate with others or not, or because you wish consciously to break with aspects of your own culture. Actual premeditated rudeness, of course, is utterly different: it breaks a rule but depends upon that rule being clear and in force. It is a strategy that relies on total understanding between the two sides, on agreement upon ends and means. "Insolence" is literally "what is unaccustomed" (from Latin solere, "be used to"). The unaccustomed is recognizable as such only by those who are well schooled in the widely accepted customary: in what is, and therefore what is not, "done."

Thanking, in English, is like greeting, apologizing, and politely requesting in that it is achieved by means of what linguists call "conversational routines." These include conventional phrases, iron-clad in their invariability, commonly said in a preordained order, and often hard to account for through traditional grammar. "Thank you" means "I—or we—thank you": "thank" is a verb spoken without its subject. The further abbreviation, "Thanks," stands for something like "I offer you my thanks." "No, thanks" is an expression that appears to have arrived during the late-nineteenth century. Mrs. Humphry announces in 1897 that "'No, I thank you,' is a form of words no longer heard in good society, having some time since been replaced by: 'No, thanks.'"1 The word had become a noun—in the plural.

These words and other routines like them are learned as phrases, or references to phrases, even when the original expressions are unknown to their speakers. As spoken phrases, they often remain unbreakable chunks of words, so much so that they have each become more like one word than a phrase. "How do you do?" seems to be a question, but the speaker really does not require—or even want—an account of how the other is doing. The equally fixed response is to repeat "How do you do?": the two parties have simply and formally assured each other that they belong to the group of those who can be expected to be polite. They are doing what is customary, not "insolent," and correct. Other conventional greeting and parting rituals involve saying "Good morning," "Good evening," "Good night," and "Good-bye," or "Bye-bye," the original and literal meaning of which is "God be with ye." "Please," tied as it is to a request, is less common than "thank you" but may be even more rigorously required. It means "If you please," which sounds archaic nowadays. The whole phrase may therefore, when found, and especially with a strong stress on the first word, be sarcastic: "If you please." For "please" we would now say (but we do not), "If it would please you, or at least not inconvenience or trouble you," and the idea includes "It would certainly please me."

 The routine phrase "thank you" is far more difficult to account for than "please." Its meaning is so involved and complicated, indeed, that this book-length treatment of the idea will not exhaust its complexity. For example, nobody is supposed to do a kindness or give a present in order to receive thanks. We are very likely to be enraged, however, if thanks are not forthcoming. Gratitude—we feel—ought to be felt and must be expressed. Yet a person owed thanks often feels constrained to protest that the debtor owes nothing. "Not at all," he or she will protest. "It was nothing." What meets the eye, when we talk of thanks, is merely the tip of an iceberg.

The first paradox, however, because it affects us earliest, is the fact that being grateful is apparently not natural at all—yet evolutionary science speaks of gratitude in terms of genetic adaptation. We shall look at the second proposition later. One proof of the first may be found in the real difficulty young children undergo in grasping the concept of gratitude. Parents spend years and years demanding from their offspring the saying of "thank you." Children who have been brought up to say these words do not manage to produce them spontaneously until sometime between the ages of four and six. In our culture thanking is believed to be, for most children, the very last of the basic social graces they acquire. The first unprompted "thank you" is momentous enough to count as a kind of initiation into a new level of human consciousness—into distance and therefore perspective, into intentionality, understanding, recognition, deliberate relationship, and memory. After all, when a creature has a need, it suffers until the need is filled. When satisfaction arrives, nothing is more natural than pure relief. There is no need to think of anything else, no necessity that one should turn to one's benefactor and display gratitude.

 Children have to be "brought up" to say they are grateful. The verb is passive: they are brought, they do not bring themselves. And they move "up," to a higher level. The following is a conversation recorded by social scientists who were observing how parents perform the duty of up-bringing in the matter of thanking.

FATHER: Whaddya say to Susan? Say "thank you" to Susan.

CHILD: [mumbles]

FATHER: Say "thank you" to Susan.

ASSISTANT: That's all right...

FATHER: Richard, I want you to say "thank you."

CHILD: No.

FATHER: Richard, that's not nice.2


The parents of twenty-two middle-class children, eleven boys and eleven girls, had agreed to participate with their offspring in a study of "parent-child interaction." Parents did not realize that the point of the study was in fact what methods they employed and how hard they tried to teach their children to say "Hi," "Thanks," and "Good-bye." The "assistant" was in the know about the real purpose of the investigation. Gratitude is notoriously difficult to produce under laboratory conditions. This particular experiment was comparatively benign and successful; it did not aim too high. Indeed, it was about the learning of politeness formulae, and not about actual gratitude at all.

 Each family was videotaped for thirty minutes while the parents and child played together, thinking that this was the point of the exercise. The real experiment began when the assistant appeared at the end of the session and gave the child a toy. The assistant spoke from a script. She turned to the child and said, "Hi, I'm [assistant's name]. Hi, [child's name]."There was a pause to see how the child responded, and what the parents said if there was no answering "Hi!" Then the assistant said, "Here's a gift for you for today's visit." [Pause.] Would the child say "thank you"? Later, there was a "good-bye" and a pause. The results of the experiment were then tabulated.

These children spontaneously said "hi" 27 percent of the time, "good-bye" 25 percent of the time, and "thanks" only 7 percent of the time. Parents prompted 28 percent for "hi," 33 percent for "good-bye," and 51 percent for "thanks."3 The experiment went on to analyze the efficacy of fathers as opposed to mothers in these reminding sessions. Parents not only prompt their children, but act as models of polite behaviour. During the periods of play, the conduct of the parents themselves was monitored. Mothers were much politer than fathers, spontaneously saying "thank you" 50 percent of the time, while fathers said it only 18 percent of the time. Insistence on their children's polite behaviour was especially important to these parents (knowing as they did that they were being experimented upon for interaction with their children). That their children should say "thank you" was of particular concern, partly because the children already said "hi" and "bye-bye" often, without prompting. The sociologists were of the opinion that since middle-class parents treat their children "permissively," parents in other social classes might make even stronger demands for routine politeness.

Children learn "hi" and "bye-bye" much earlier than they learn "thanks." One reason is that "hi" and "bye-bye" are said in response to other people producing these words first, whereas "thanks," with no prompt, has to come out of the child's own head: there is normally no verbal cue for it. The greeting formulae correspond to the physical facts of meeting and parting, with other people joining in. But thanking in no way resembles receiving, so copying cannot produce the correct response. Furthermore, one is expected to say "thank you" even if no gratitude is felt. It is hard to remember to "be nice," to remember when to carry out the routine—and to do it immediately. One might remember when it is too late.

 MOTHER: Bye-bye. Thank you, Susan. [Assistant leaves.]

CHILD: Thank you for my ... for my toy. [To closed door]

MOTHER: Yes. Thank you for the toy. That was nice of you to thank her. Maybe if you see her again you can tell her in person.4


Here, the mother says the words she hopes her child will reproduce on appropriate occasions. The child obediently complies, but says the words too late, and her mother points out the important fact that the whole point of thanking is the other person. Now the child will have to remember not only to say "thank you" but to say it later on, to the "assistant," even when the toy is no longer in her arms to remind her of what happened earlier. Learning to say "thank you" is a complex exercise in remembering.

Another reason why "hi" and "bye-bye" are learned long before "thanks" is the custom of making physical gestures to accompany the words, such as hand-waving—so easy for a child to do, so charming, and so exciting for adults to enact, to witness, and to repeat. "Thanks," on the other hand, is usually triggered in childhood not by gestures but by objects—the arrival of things asked for or given. The most useful setting of all for learning "please" and "thank you" is the dinner table, which is a kind of stage for the daily rehearsing of social interaction.5 Everybody is interested in food. Eating and drinking are done mostly in sharing groups, and this interaction entails asking for things, responding by passing things, and receiving them—with thanks, if the company agrees to insist on the thanking.6 It quickly becomes obvious that you must say "please" or you probably won't get what you want. And now that you have what you want, either remember the obliging attentions of the dinner companion who gave it to you and thank him, or annoy him by your failure so that he may be harder to persuade another time. At the table, the activities of giving and receiving occur in rapid succession: concrete experience, and repetition both constant and immediate, make for effective learning. Children in our culture learn manners at the dining table, and not manners only. It is believed that falling away from the cultural custom of eating with others at table three times a day can cause backwardness in all of a child's speaking skills.

 According to a traditional English custom (one observed in my own British family when I was a child), the business of giving and receiving is provided with its own word, to be said to a child before it can even talk. "Ta," says the adult, giving something to a child or asking for something to be given. "Ta," after "Ma" and "Pa," is among the earliest words learned. It means "we are giving and taking":7 this is a scenario, a human drama in which both parties are engaged. Later on, the word can be used for either "Please give" or "I have received": one word, but two different actions. The idea of saying a special word when requesting has been introduced. Later on it will be replaced by "please," and at that moment "ta" is understood to mean only the satisfaction of receiving, and the meaning "please" falls away. "Ta" now becomes a simple form of "thank you," to be said before the child can pronounce that difficult series of sounds. Adults prompting for "ta" say the word loudly and clearly, with an intonation requesting repetition of the word, or the action, by the child. A different intonation expresses satisfaction when the word and the action are complete. Adults hold out a hand to proffer an object and also to receive one: the sign supports the production of the word, doubles it, and accompanies it.

Giving and receiving, then, before the child can talk, are a basis of interaction. With "ta" the child begins to give and not only to take. With saying "ta" on taking, an introduction has been made to thanking. This extremely early and intense socializing occurs because of the importance placed in Anglo-Saxon culture upon saying "please" and "thank you." A study in England in 1988 asked parents to draw up a list of what was thought most desirable in children's manners learned at table. "Please" and "thank you" appeared at the top of the list. Farther down came the correct use of tableware; not bringing books and toys to table; refraining from making a noise at table; and asking permission before leaving.8

 "Say 'thank you'!" parents cry over and over again. "Say" introduces the correct phrase in this and other cases of teaching polite formulae. "Say" is like a flag, introducing the words of the ritual. Children learn what they have to say as though it were a kind of spell, before they know what it means. They come to recognize that this scene is like a previously encountered scene—even though it may involve another place, different gifts, not the same people. And then they must produce the right words. Eventually, when they have matured and been further educated, they will come to be able to feel the emotion that the words express. The words come first, the feelings later.

When parents are aware that "Say 'thank you'!" has been said enough, and their own modelling of the phrase has been witnessed a sufficient number of times, they begin to prompt without supplying the words required: "What do you say?" they typically ask. The time has come, they warn the child. Do you recognize the situation? Do you remember what the script demands? To elicit "please," the question asked is often "What's the magic word?"—that is, the button to press in order to get what is wanted. The final moment—the triumph and the initiation—comes when the child is given something and says "thank you" without being reminded to do so. Parents do well to notice this event, for which they have worked so hard: it marks a whole new stage in a child's development. Later still, the child will recognize that a kindness that does not involve an object given also warrants thanks. Adults may eventually learn that something as apparently "normal" and to be taken for granted as another person's attention to us in times of affliction might be worth more gratitude than almost any present.


 Saying "please," "thank you," "hello," "good-bye," and other phrases like them is demanded of us from the beginning, and harped on dozens of times a day, thousands of times a year, at our most impressionable age. Such phrases become so ingrained in us that they last when almost everything else has been forgotten. In states of aphasia, or in people suffering from Alzheimer's disease, these little phrases often survive the shipwreck of all other memories.9


 2. No Thanks

Given all the work that goes into getting children to say "thank you," it is plain that people brought up in European and North American cultures greatly prize gratitude—and not only gratitude but its prompt and appropriate expression. Children do not thank unless they are taught to do so, however, and must therefore be induced to provide the words expected by adults. But we are also forced to realize that thanking is not "natural" behaviour when we discover that many other societies are found not to practise it.

Taking for granted the desirability of gratitude for civilization in general, explorers, anthropologists, and other European travellers from the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries reported their horror when they came across groups of people, whole societies, who never thanked them. We might feel comfortably tempted, from our post-colonial vantage point, to find an explanation in the fact that the natives had reason to feel resentment rather than gratitude towards their unlooked-for "guests." But then, the natives did not thank each other, either. Many languages have no word for "thanks." And those that have one do not necessarily mean what we mean by it.

"The natives are ungrateful," travellers exclaimed over and over again; they were also selfish, obstinate, and sly (Europeans rarely thought them unintelligent).1 "The Northern Indians," wrote Samuel Hearne in the 1770s,"seem to be entirely unacquainted even with the name of gratitude."2 Richard Burton believed that there were no words for gratitude in any of the many "Oriental languages" known to him.3

 Often the behaviour of the inhabitants seemed absolutely outrageous to Europeans who encountered them. "One of them wanted my waistcoat," wrote an eighteenth-century French visitor to Tasmania, "the bright colours of which had attracted his attention. He had already several times demanded it of me, but I had so positively refused that I did not think he would return to the charge. However, one minute, when I was not paying attention, he seized hold of me by the waistcoat and pointed his spear at me, brandishing it furiously.... I had hardly escaped this danger, when I found myself threatened, if not as perilously, at least as disagreeably. One of the large gold earrings which I wore excited the desires of another savage, who, without saying anything, slid behind me, cunningly slipped his finger through the ring, and tugged so hard that he would undoubtedly have torn my ear had not the clasp given way. It must be remembered that we had given them mirrors, knives, coloured glass beads, pearls, handkerchiefs, snuff boxes, etc; that I had stripped myself of nearly all the buttons on my coat, which, being gilt copper, had seemed specially valuable to them on account of their brightness."4

The writer saw greed as the cause of this violence. He may well have been right: we cannot think of pre-modern non-Europeans as ipso facto innocents. But whatever the morality of the situation in the Tasmanian's mind, it is beyond doubt that this writer experienced a flagrant impropriety, a flouting of his own rules of courtesy; added to which, the man was obviously ungrateful. The Tasmanians, however, were said elsewhere to have been "not ungrateful" when they received medical help, for instance, although it was not explained how this lack of ingratitude was expressed. Another account, of new English arrivals in Tasmania in the nineteenth century, described how they tried to eat toad fish, and the natives, "perceiving its preparation for food, endeavoured to show, by gestures, that it was not to be eaten, and exhibited its effects by the semblance of death."5 They also saved the lives of Europeans on several recorded occasions from drowning and from fire. Nevertheless, after many breakdowns of communication and violence on both sides, a "war of extermination" eventually wiped out the Tasmanians.

 A few observers insisted that the foreign societies they were describing did have words for thanks. "Among some Indian tribes," wrote Washington Matthews in 1899, "it is said there is no word for thanks, but the Navahoes have one, and use it as we would."6 Medical help was repeatedly reported as having been gratefully received, as when, in North-Western Canada in 1793, a Scottish doctor came across an Indian with a festering hand and a thumb hanging from it by a small strip of flesh. The young man's life was in "a state of hazard," and his wound "in such an offensive state, and emitted such a putrid smell, that it required all the resolution I possessed to examine it. His friends had done every thing in their power to relieve him; but as it consisted only in singing about him, and blowing upon his hand, the wound, as may be well imagined, had got into the deplorable state in which I found it." The doctor, using methods only somewhat more advanced, managed to heal the wound, washing it with the juice of the root of a spruce fir tree, wrapping it in the root's bark ("a very painful dressing"), cleaning it three times a day, and applying to it Canadian balsam, wax, and tallow from a burning candle. The thumb was removed with the aid of vitriol. When he was well enough, the healed Indian joyfully set off on a hunting expedition and brought back with him the tongue of an elk, which he offered to the doctor, and there were, when the doctor finally left, "warmest acknowledgements" from himself and his family.7

The Inuit, explorers said, often failed to have "the courtesy" to thank people when gifts were offered them. But these unacknowledged presents were often remembered for long periods of time, in fact, and their givers were astonished when, much later, they were suddenly offered presents in return. A visitor to the Bushmen of southern Africa in 1822–24 admitted that he could not understand their language, but when he gave them food, "their looks" expressed their thanks; the women were more expressive than the men. And he added that he felt ashamed to receive so much gratitude for having done so little.8

 Many cultural systems, in controlling everyday behaviour among their members, simply do not call for people to say "thank you." Even where thanking formulae exist, they are often kept for purely formal use—for deference before strangers, for instance, who might possibly prove to be unpredictable, dangerous, hostile, or overbearing. In family groups, within the household, or the band, or the tribe, it is often actually rude to thank: people feel the practice to be cold and distant, not the way people close to each other and who understand each other should speak. Members within the family or the extended family or the carefully defined group are obliged to help one another and give to one another whenever there is a need. And the required actions are not expected to result in thanks.

"I have often watched toddlers," wrote Audrey Richards of the Bemba of Zambia, then Northern Rhodesia, in the 1930s, "starting on a slow and arduous progress from hut to hut, wherever they might expect to find dainties and knew they could take them without rebuke. Within this circle of relatives the child early realizes that he is only getting what is his due." And conversely, the child was learning who the people were from whom he could definitely expect to receive. One day Richards asked why a young man who had received a present from his relatives simply took it without saying thank you. She was told, "He doesn't thank because they are his own people. If it had been an outsider, he would have said: 'Thank you, Sir,' because it would have been from pity they gave to him. To one's own people one does not thank, not at all! You say that is good. That is all."9 Outsiders gave "from pity" because they were themselves moved to give, although they were free not to. Insiders did so because they had to. "That is good" was all one said to one's own: there did exist a necessity of expressing satisfaction at the supplying of one's wants.

People in groups where such obligations exist may complain if they think they have not received enough. Both they and others might discuss the transaction, and criticize any lack of generosity or impropriety in the giving—taking too long to comply with a request, for example. People are allowed to ask, and they expect to get what they asked for. Others outside the transaction have the task of exerting pressure to ensure that duty is done. "Gratitude" within such a system is irrelevant.

 Members of small, self-sufficient traditional groups must share what they have to eat. Those who live by hunting depend on the luck of the hunt. Victorious bringers-down of game for meat have from time immemorial carried home their catch, first having eaten the most perishable bits of the animal—the liver and the other innards—immediately after the kill. They then proceed to carve up the animal and give pieces of it to their relatives and the members of their hunting band, each of whom may have a right to a particular piece—a flipper, a foreleg, a rib—whatever the nature of the beast and the pre-established rules of the group. Each of these pieces is then cut up again and given to people dependent upon the receiver.10 Nobody can be said to be grateful for receiving his or her part. There may be thankfulness, however, for the fact that an animal has been provided to feed them, and when this is the case, a piece of the creature may be offered to the people's divinities, who in this way are given their shares, just as human beings in the group are granted theirs.

The Inuit hunter hauling back a seal he had killed was required to give away all but his own carefully defined portion of the meat. He knew that he had been lucky, and he enjoyed his good fortune and the honour it brought him. He was praised for the skill with which he hurled the harpoon—but not thanked for kindness or generosity in sharing out the meat. He gave almost everything away in the knowledge that somebody else, not he, might be lucky next time. Then it would be his turn to receive—indeed, to expect—gifts in kind from the latest catch. Such behaviour constituted a sort of insurance, a security for everyone. In 1824 William Parry commented that "the regulation does credit to their wisdom, but has nothing to do with their generosity."11 Ethnographers constantly reiterate that the sharing principle is not dropped when there is little to eat; it is maintained, rather, with more vigilance than ever.12

 Children are "brought up" in such societies to share, just as our own offspring are made to say "thank you." Audrey Richards describes how infants were taught in the African society she studied: "An unexpected present or find must be divided with any other babies sitting near. Any European food, such as an orange or a bit of bread, that I might happen to give away was torn into the tiniest fragments, and mothers who are such lax disciplinarians in other respects, speak quite sharply to their children on this one issue. I have seen a woman seize a lump of pumpkin out of a baby's hand and say in most vehement protest: 'You give some to your friend, you child, you! You sit and eat alone! That is bad what you do.'"13 Eating is not something one should do alone. Food is not merely nourishment, but also an expression, in its sharing, of relationship. The sharing is not a matter of how one feels: it is demanded, and the demand is enforced by parents and later by everybody in the group.

Africans today who travel abroad must take home presents for family and friends left behind. Huge suitcases full of goods are hauled onto airplanes; very little inside may be for the traveller himself. A Congolese man I met was spending two more years in France although he badly wanted to go home: he had not accumulated enough presents yet to return decently to his family and friends. A Solomon Islander, according to an ethnographer writing in the 1880s, would return from working three years on the plantations of Fiji or Queensland, and everything he came home with would be taken, as a matter of course, by others.14

People have often created a network of security and excluded violence among themselves by not being possessive about what they owned. They have felt they could ask for, and get, what they wanted. The ethnographers and others who arrived in ships on their shores, and who were shocked at signs of a lack of courtesy, failed to realize that, as outsiders, they simply were not implicated in any of the existing gift-giving and sharing networks. They appeared to the inhabitants bizarre in the extreme, hostile or foolish strangers who could not be imagined fitting in. Not the least odd was their refusal to part with the goods people wanted. They did offer their beads and knives and handkerchiefs, but they inexplicably refused their waistcoats and earrings.

 And they came, after all, with so much. William Parry saw that his ships, with their wood and iron—substances as valuable to the Inuit as "hoards of gold and silver" to a European—must have been a temptation, and so he allowed for a certain amount of pilfering: "We must not fail to make due allowance for the degree of temptation to which they were daily exposed, amidst the boundless stores of wealth which our ships appeared to them to furnish." (An earlier traveller, however, the Comte de La Pérouse, despised the Indians of Hudson Bay whom he invited to visit his boat, and who "never disdained to steal a nail or an old pair of trousers" while they were on board.15) But Parry admitted disappointment when he found that the high degree of honesty the Inuit showed at first gradually relaxed "as they grew more familiar with us."16 Apparently, neither Parry nor La Pérouse could see that, to these people, he who has much is expected to give his surplus away; that a stranger is to be treated with respect (that is, distance), but someone known begins to join the group, with its attendant requirement that he should share. If somebody who is "one of us" wants something, the "courteous" thing to do is to give it to him. In the Solomon Islands, they went further. When someone was asked for a thing, he gave it because "by a refusal he will incur the enmity of the person who has made the request."17

H.B. Guppy described the "disposition" of the Solomon Islanders in 1887: "Often when during my excursions I have come upon some man who was preparing a meal for himself and his family, I have been surprised at the openhanded way in which he dispensed the food to my party of hungry natives. No gratitude was shown towards the giver, who apparently expected none, and only mildly remonstrated when my men were unusually voracious."18 Sharing, in other words, went on not only within the (family) group, but also between the group and visiting outsiders—even should strangers arrive unexpectedly. "Open-handedness" of this kind is what we call "hospitality." It is offered by hosts to guests—by those at home, who are expected to give to those who are away from home (and by definition "foreigners" to the hosts), and who therefore receive. They receive because they are in need, and also for the same reason that the Inuit seal hunter gave most of his meat away: because one day the host himself might be travelling and need assistance either from this guest or from somebody else who keeps the rules of courtesy. Furthermore, this sudden guest—or even a previously invited one—is, at least relatively speaking, unknown. He is a possible threat, a potential enemy. He is to be placated, therefore, honoured with attentions, and if at all possible given what he wants.

 In languages that have developed from Indo-European roots, the words host and guest come from the same stem, which contains both the g of guest and the h of host: ghostis. Hosts and guests play different roles, but they are actors in one "play," a hospitable action. Ghostis also provided us with the word hostile, so close is the idea of hospitality to the possibility of animus lurking in either host or guest, or both. (A hostage is a person forcibly, and therefore discourteously, detained by a group not his own. Originally the word meant a person held as guarantee to a treaty of peace between two previously antagonistic sides.) A guest is an outsider who has been ritually "domesticated," made temporarily part of the host's domus, or house. He is given food, offered gestures of affability, and sometimes presented with gifts on his departure—for he must be free to leave. There may be genuine interest in him and delight in his company. But underlying the performance is the formal and primary aim of "disarming" him, of forestalling any likelihood of violence or resentment.19

No matter how "ungrateful" the inhabitants seemed to their European visitors, according to early ethnographical reports, they were nearly always credited with generosity when they were allowed the role of hosts: they were at home, giving, while the foreign adventurers accepted the role of guests, away, receiving. For ritually speaking, the host is always the powerful one in relation to the guest. He is on home territory, and the guest is likely to be outnumbered in the encounter. The guest is treated well on that very account, so that the host can show his magnanimity, his self-control, and his authority over the others in his group.

 The other side of the same coin that is hospitality is the fear that can accompany the arrival of another, especially of an unknown other, inside one's own house. That person must be turned into a guest, given a guest's role, with the rules attendant upon it: accept your host's attentions, be seen to receive them passively and admiringly, and do not attempt to advise your host, order his family about, or criticize him. Look pleased by his kindness. And finally, show yourself disposed to invite your host back one day: you shall then be the host and he the guest. If there is a place for gratitude, it is here, on the part of the guest. A host, in turn, often feels that guests in his house honour him and give him pleasure by their presence. This too could be construed as something like gratitude. He should certainly show pleasure at their presence, whether he feels it or not.

There is every indication from travellers' tales that they received plenty of hospitality. "Both as to food and accommodation the best they had were always at our service," William Parry wrote; the Inuit showed hospitality and "good breeding." "The kindly offices of drying and mending our clothes, cooking our provision and thawing snow for our drink, were performed by the women with an obliging cheerfulness which we shall not easily forget."20

Of the Ila of Zambia, Edwin Smith and Andrew Dale wrote in 1920,"Ba-ila houses are open; a visitor may enter by the open door without speaking or knocking, though it is considered more polite to ask permission to enter." The host then had food prepared especially for the visitor. The neighbouring Barotsi had a duty to give all guests presents of uncooked food to take away with them, but the Ila felt that wives should cook food for guests—it showed less compulsion and less perfunctoriness, especially when the head of the house or one of his wives served the food in person. The host tasted the food first, within sight of his guest, to prove that there had been no tampering or witchcraft: the guest was recognized as possibly being even more nervous than the host. It was rude to make the guest eat alone; one of the villagers had to share his meal. "On receiving food the visitor is not expected to say anything," but when he had finished eating he announced, "I am satisfied. You have given me food. Nda lumba."We are not told the literal meaning in English of this phrase, but it is translated in this text as "I return thanks."

 Though he had received hospitality, the guest was permitted to give a present to his host only if the guest was a hunter or a passing trader. Ordinary people, while they were guests, were on no account to give anything in return for hospitality. The host would be offended. He would say, "Do I sell food?" The guest, on the other hand, was supposed to show pleasure, and a desire to come again and visit: "Ozona ozona!" he might exclaim: "Tomorrow and tomorrow!" meaning "Give it to me again and again." For, as the Ila say, "The fly that loves you is the one that sits on you": one must visit and so show affection. (Nothing is said of how irritating flies can be.)21 In hospitality, first one gives, and then, later on, it is the other's turn to do so. A guest must agree to be passive. One should accept, give nothing, and save up all of the obligation one has incurred. One must then pay it back—with interest—on some future occasion.

A web of obligation is created over time. It is a form of security—but it can also cause resentment. One carries around a need to pay somebody else back: where the duty is strongly felt, it can seem like a menace. This metaphor of weight being borne exists in European languages: when we carry out an obligation, we say we "discharge" it, lay it down, and so relieve our aching backs. Peter Freuchen said he was put straight by Sorqaq, an Inuit host, on the matter of thanking: "You must not thank for your meat; it is your right to get parts. In this country, nobody wishes to be dependent on others. Therefore, there is nobody who gives or gets gifts, for thereby you become dependent. With gifts you make slaves just as with whips you make dogs."22

This statement questions various European assumptions about "societies of the Gift," as such groups are often called. First, according to this Inuit host, his people see themselves as independent. They are not simple, blind, ant-like components of communal patterns. Second, Sorqaq, at least, refused to call the sharing of meat "gift-giving" because to him gifts meant subordination. They were therefore painful to receive and degrading. He would have much preferred to feel that giving and receiving were obligatory. And so a foreign man had to be advised to refrain from repeating his entirely inappropriate ritual of thanking. 


 3. It's Only Natural



Cultural patterns can apparently induce gratitude in people, or reduce its likelihood, or make it merely irrelevant. It seems to be the rule, at any rate, that the more obligatory giving is, the less receivers feel grateful. Thankfulness, viewed from the point of view of culture, may seem therefore to be neither necessary nor natural. Gratitude does not "come naturally" to children: they have to be taught to express it first, and later to understand what it means.

Sociobiologists, however, take a totally different view. For them, behaviour patterns are innate and physically determined rather than culturally induced—a matter of nature rather than nurture. Most of the scientists adhering to this discipline, therefore, systematically discount all possibility of giving for any reason other than the giver's own material benefit or self-interest. The notion of free or disinterested giving to people one does not know or whom one dislikes is dismissed as absurd. Apology and pardon also have no motivation other than that of self-interest, and gratitude is nothing more than a reward for benefits received and a hopeful prod for more in the future. Since gratitude is commonly found, it must be useful and therefore inscribed in our genes.

A particularly forceful example of this general stance can be found in Robert L. Trivers, "The Evolution of Reciprocal Altruism."1 Trivers defines altruism as behaviour that benefits another creature not closely related to the giver, while being apparently detrimental to the latter's interests. It is therefore behaviour that needs to be accounted for. The phrase not closely related is essential to the definition. One would be altruistic if one leapt, at risk to oneself, into the water to save another person from drowning. But the act might be entirely explicable in terms of self-interest (that is, of natural selection) if the person saved were one's own child: the saviour then "may merely be contributing to the survival of his own genes." Trivers accordingly sets out to show how behaviour that appears to be selfless, even to the point of saving genes that are not one's own, can be explained in terms of the survival of the fittest. The answer, of course, lies in the adverb apparently applied to detrimental. If behaviour that seems costly can be shown to be in fact advantageous, then selection for it ceases to be surprising.

 Trivers takes as an example the conduct of the cleaner wrasse. This fish, the length of a human finger, grazes over the skin of larger fish, eating the parasites that suck their blood and thereby cleaning them. Some of these parasites, which cause acute discomfort to their host fish, are microscopic crustaceans, described by a recent investigator of their habits as "all tiny body armour and biting mouthparts."2 Their larvae latch onto fish and feed on their blood, and it is these creatures that the wrasse delight in consuming. In so doing they bring comfort to the fish that host the larvae. The big fish, for their part, live on fish the size of these wrasse—but never eat their benefactors.

Wrasse, like other cleaner fish and cleaner shrimp, have evolved distinctive colouring. They attract fish to be cleaned, and make themselves further recognizable as cleaners rather than as fodder by swimming up to their clients and performing a dipping and rising "dance." A fish wishing to be cleaned will approach a cleaner, often swimming to a place where one particular wrasse habitually operates. It slows down and sometimes "flops about awkwardly," showing by these gestures that it has no aggressive intentions. It may even "bow" to the cleaner, with its head down and its tail in the air, "just begging to be cleaned," according to a human observer.3 Some client fish will change colour for the duration of the cleaning process. Watchers reported seeing a fish, remaining its normal pale colour when it was supposed to become dark bronze first, approach a cleaner that was already busy with one of its fellows. The fish that was being cleaned, and that had turned the correct shade, immediately chased the pale fish away and so presumably saved its useful cleaner from being eaten. The bronze colour clearly signifies, in a potential predator, "No harm intended; I need service."4

 A cleaner fish sets swiftly about its business, picking off blood-sucking gnathiid (from the Greek for "jaws") isopod larvae, about 1,200 of them per day, servicing about three hundred fish in six hours. The larvae constitute 95 percent of its daily diet: the problems of the big fish clearly benefit the cleaners. The big fish, meanwhile, open up their gill chambers to allow the little fish to go in and out, and spread their fins to let them do their work. They hold their mouths open wide, and the wrasse swim deep inside. When a big fish needs to leave the "service station," it makes a sign, closing and opening its mouth; the cleaner swims out; the fish shakes itself from side to side and then moves off. Even if the human watchers frighten the big fish, it never omits the warning signs.5 Another big fish arrives at once to take its place.

The surprising part of all this for the scientist is that evolution "ought," in the big fish, to have favoured first letting a cleaner remove the parasites and then taking a further advantage by eating it. After all, there are lots of good wrasse in the sea. After further study, researchers concluded that each particular wrasse is worth more to the host fish alive than dead. The cleaned fish wants to come again to be serviced later. There is evidence that satisfaction with a cleaner prompts a client to return to the provider's proven services and its conveniently known habitat (cleaner shrimp are known to spend weeks and sometimes months within a yard of the same spot). Swimming about looking for a new cleaner can be dangerous, and also a tiresome business when a fish is tormented by gnathiid isopods. Thus there has been strong natural selection to avoid eating one's cleaner. The fish is "grateful" to be relieved of its itching, and "in return" refrains from swallowing the wrasse; the cleaner is "grateful" to be supplied with food, and can be relied on "as a result" to do its best on this and future occasions. Both parties benefit. (No suggestions are advanced as to what the isopods must think or feel.) So nature has given rise to "altruism" and to "gratitude." Of course, as Trivers admits at the beginning of his discussion, "Models that attempt to explain altruistic behavior in terms of natural selection are models designed to take the altruism out of altruism."

 Trivers moves next to human beings and their so-called altruism. Human actions, like the actions of the cleaner wrasse, are the result of natural selection. But what about feelings? Trivers writes that human altruism is "regulated" by a psychological system that is itself the result of natural selection. This "system" includes friendship, dislike, "moral aggression," sympathy, trust, aspects of guilt, some forms of dishonesty and hypocrisy—and gratitude. All of these are said to have evolved as underlying emotional dispositions in order to induce us to help one another, so that in this symbiotic process our genes might be preserved.

Reciprocal altruism is to be found in nearly all known human cultures—perhaps in all of those not in terminal decline. People do come to each other's aid in times of danger. They often help the weak—the old, the young, the sick, and wounded; they share food and implements and knowledge. These actions are believed to occur because they meet the essential criterion of natural selection: that of "small cost to the giver and great benefit to the taker."6 Human beings—like cleaner wrasse—have a sufficiently long lifespan for reciprocity and repeated services to take place before death. It has been highly unusual (at least in traditional societies and until recent times) for people to move away from others in their group and never see them again. They experience a long period of parental care, which provides them with examples of and opportunities for (possibly reciprocal) altruism among close kin.

Human beings know all about dominance, but nevertheless engage in food sharing as a method of survival, for if the weak—especially women and the young—are not fed, the community will die out. They are less devoted to dominance than are groups of baboons, in which food sharing is not practised and the dominant males normally get all the meat, and more like chimpanzees, where food is not automatically pre-empted by the most powerful.7 Symmetry at some level is required for reciprocity to occur. A difference through dominance in a human grouping can be reduced in combat: the many then become necessary to the few. War, according to this reasoning, has a useful aspect, that of levelling within the group. All of these factors mean that we live in conditions where reciprocal "altruism" is thought naturally to arise—is, indeed, selected to do so.

 Trivers defines guilt as a kind of debt, incurred by a "cheater," one who tricks others into giving when they need not, or who fails to reciprocate "altruism." The others must punish him in order to bring him into line. If a "cheater" finds all future aid from others cut off, "then the cheater will have paid dearly for his misdeed. It will be to the cheater's advantage to avoid this, and, providing that the cheater makes up for his misdeed and does not cheat in the future, it will be to his partner's benefit to avoid this, since in cutting off future acts of aid he sacrifices the benefits of future reciprocal help..." Pardon is therefore thought to be a matter of pure self-interest, and cheaters are "selected" to make a reparative gesture so as to mollify others, for in this manner the rupture of reciprocal relationships is prevented. The emotion we call guilt or remorse has arisen to help this to happen, through natural selection.8

Guilt leading to reparations must occur, according to this view, mainly when everyone knows what the guilty person has done. In 1966 a laboratory experiment produced this conclusion by setting up a piece of expensive equipment so that it would automatically break when handled by some—but not all—of the human participants. All of them were then asked if they would care to volunteer for an experiment that would cause them to experience pain. The ones who had "broken" the expensive machine were more likely, out of guilt, to sign up than those who had not—but only if they thought their transgression had been discovered.9 If people feel remorse for something nobody knows they have done, they do so entirely because many transgressions performed in private are likely to become public knowledge.

 People often try, out of "guilt," to repair the harm they have done by helping, "engaging in reparative altruism." But they often help a third person rather than the one they have actually harmed. And sometimes they help the original victim only if they will never see him or her again. An explanation is given for this behaviour. People who have done wrong wish to allay guilt feelings—but would rather not let on that they realize the extent of what they have done. They do not want to "trigger the greater reparation that recognition of the harm might lead to." Or they want to allay their guilt and at the same time appear to be "genuinely" altruistic, because people warm to those they perceive (albeit mistakenly) to be helping without calculating for return favours. The previously guilty therefore offer help—but to a third person, in order to appear to have no ulterior motive.10 People who prefer others to act without calculating for return favours merely engage in wishful thinking; they keep wanting to believe in a non-existent "altruism."

Unfortunately, it often pays to cheat: subtle cheating itself can be adaptive. If the other person won't find out, or if he will not discontinue altruistic behaviour even if he does find out, or if he is not likely to live long enough to take revenge—in all such cases, the cheater wins. Natural selection responds by evolving in us, first, acute abilities for the detection of cheating, and then the indignation and "moral aggression" that make us do something to stop it. Gratitude is thought to have emerged because people have been selected to be sensitive to "the cost and benefit of an altruistic act, both in deciding whether to perform one and in deciding whether, or how much, to reciprocate." Gratitude involves many more calculations. For example, people have been shown to think they feel more gratitude, the more valuable the altruistic act has been to them and the more the act is judged to have cost the benefactor.11 One experiment induced more reciprocity entirely because the original act was believed to be "expensive" for the giver: people were more disposed to be grateful for a gift of 80 percent of one dollar than for an offer of 20 percent of four dollars.12 Cheaters, however, are always ready to take advantage. They are capable of learning to mimic gratitude in order to encourage a giver by making him think he will be reciprocated.13

 When sympathy motivates altruism, scientists like Trivers have concluded, it is always accompanied by a calculation of the likelihood that it might issue in a future benefit to the recipient: "The greater the potential benefit to the recipient, the greater the sympathy and the more likely the altruistic gesture, even to strange or disliked individuals." The reward is then forthcoming: the recipient feels grateful and may offer a "tribute" of thanks, and even "considerable reciprocity."14

In human beings, motive is what normally produces action. Gratitude involves not only deeds, but thoughts and feelings as well. That is one of the reasons for its complexity, a complexity with roots in the phenomena of altruism. And even if we remove moral freedom and any thought of transcendence from consideration—if we attempt to explain human kindness by using "models designed to take the altruism out of altruism"—the intricate labyrinths of human motivation that remain are vast. Trivers himself is constrained to wonder "to what extent the importance of altruism in human evolution set up a selection pressure for psychological and cognitive powers which partly contributed to the large increase in hominid brain size during the Pleistocene."15

Such is the picture that, until recently, we received from researchers whose underlying assumptions were that nothing exists but force, necessity, chance, and battles for advantage. It followed, of course, that genuine altruism could not exist. There is nothing, the wisdom went, to suggest that human beings are in any respect superior to animals. We are a living species like any other, in no way better than, and merely different in certain respects from, say, birds or lizards.

However, many scientists seem at last to be awakening from a long, cold dream, a censored consciousness that insisted, among other things, that freedom was a mere hallucination. It is beginning to be acceptable again to notice that a gulf separates human cultures from those of other species, that a richness and even a uniqueness exists that should not be underestimated and remains to be accounted for. Merlin Donald16 points out how utterly different it is to remember having seen something, as apes do, and actively to seek to retrieve a memory, as human beings do. Even in childhood, human beings go on not only to remember but to reflect on many events and to imagine others. They learn. They rehearse and deliberately refine their skills and responses. And this is to say nothing of speaking, reading, writing, calculating, inventing, theorizing—and rethinking inadequate theories. Human beings may even altruistically "resist evolution," for example by protecting those with disabilities, thus helping them to survive "against nature."

 Though it is indisputable that we gradually evolved through chance mutation and natural selection, Donald reminds us that when we began reading and writing a mere five thousand years ago, there can have been no genetic change involved: there simply was not enough time. What had evolved instead—and with astonishing and gathering speed—was culture. Now, the great difference between natural selection and culture is that where genetic variation is random, culture is systematic and shot through with intentionality. A fish that opens its mouth for a cleaner wrasse will do so even if it needs no cleaning. In a laboratory experiment, when a fish raised in a tank was supplied with too many cleaners, it suffered pain from their attentions and tried—in vain—to escape them. The big fish still would never eat them, although it was accustomed to snapping up anything else that was dropped into the tank. For its part, a cleaner wrasse was observed to graze over the big fish even though there were no parasites on it and the cleaner had previously been fed to satiety.17

Donald says nothing about morality and carefully disclaims any interest in teleology.18 He believes that genes provided us with the brain's plasticity, and that culture and incremental knowledge did the rest. This refusal to account for our behaviour entirely in terms of genetic imperatives and evolutionary processes—to see ourselves as "wired" and therefore strangers to freedom—opens up the possibility once again of seeing gratitude as more than mere self-interest, and as a phenomenon that cannot be accounted for entirely in material terms. The question remains, however: why did our brains evolve their enormous size in the first place? "What," after all, as biologist Harry J. Jerison demands, "is so great about being so smart?"19 


 4. "I'm So Sorry"

Reciprocity, which is an important part but still only a part of gratitude, can be found among animals: we have looked at an outstanding example of interlocking benefits among fish. But this is not exactly what we mean by reciprocity and gratitude in the human sphere, where memory is required, together with a sense of justice and a practised desire to appreciate, keep in mind, and (one day) give back—even where nothing forces us to do so. Human beings, like other animals, depend upon each other for survival. But the vast variety of the ways in which people live this dependency, and their freedom to decide what to do and how, amount to a wholly new order of consciousness, where intentionality directs behaviour. For example, every human culture invents its own signals and their meanings, and people then decide when to use these, and when not to, in their dealings with one another. A group may opt to change the meanings of those signals or invent new ones. Individuals may manipulate the signals for specific purposes, often in order to disguise their true feelings and intentions. Saying that "reciprocity evolved" is correct, as far as it goes. But human experience and learning from experience, human feelings, and what one might still be permitted to call "free will" remain unaccounted for by any theory that suggests the way we behave is merely predetermined.

When we turn to scraps of information gleaned from ethnographical reports, such as the ones I presented earlier, we cannot but acknowledge that they too are—of necessity—crude. One of the ironies of modernity is that, just as modern human beings are at last learning to live with, understand, and even sometimes to accept peoples different from themselves, most cultural differences are in fact being wiped out. Variations survive among human cultures, but homogenization, driven by all the usual suspects—technology, transport, communications, mass marketing—is blanketing the earth. Alternative ways of being and behaving are being lost, together with the wisdom and stimulus they could offer all of us, so quickly that we can actually register their disappearance. Hundreds of languages, for example, are dying out as I write—each one of them an immensely rich, intricate, and unique way of apprehending reality.1

 Of course, we can always turn to the Past to find Otherness. We can read about what travellers saw who discovered societies and peoples that had never come across "us" before, and that lived by rules very different from our own. But the trouble with the Past as Other is that the Past cannot answer back. It may be more rewarding to consider examples of behaviour in modern societies that function differently from ours, where we can ask the people themselves what they think and feel—and let them correct us when we have misunderstood them. We then have a hope of appreciating the choices, complexities, and intentionalities that constitute every human social system. We can, for example, consider the thanking rituals to be found in contemporary Japanese society, and listen to what the Japanese themselves say about these phenomena.

If I were to offer something—a cup of tea, for instance, or some soy sauce—to a Japanese person, he would be likely to say not "thank you," but "I'm so sorry":

A: Shooyu o totte moraemasen ka. (Please pass me the soy sauce.)

B: Hai dozoo. (Here you go.)

A: Doomo sumimasen. (I'm very sorry.)2



 This response is a comparatively small matter, but (for Anglo-Saxons, and Europeans and Americans generally), a baffling oddity nonetheless. Florian Coulmas raised this point, well known as it was but never so incisively put, in an article on conversational routines published in 1981.3 A flood of academic treatments—probably hundreds—began to pour out in response to Coulmas's article, in Japanese and other languages. The debate continues today.4

Takeo Doi, in Anatomy of Dependence (1973), describes how, when he was a new student in the United States, his university supervisor "did me some kindness or other—I have forgotten exactly what, but it was something quite trivial. Either way, feeling the need to say something, I produced not 'thank you,' as one might expect, but 'I'm sorry.' 'What are you sorry for?' he replied promptly, giving me an odd look. I was highly embarrassed. My difficulty in saying 'thank you' arose, I imagine, from a feeling that it implied too great an equality with someone who was in fact my superior. In Japanese, I suppose, I should have said 'doomo arigato gozaimasu,' or 'doomo sumimasen,' but, unable to express the same feeling of obligation in English, I had come up with 'I am sorry' as the nearest equivalent."5

Doomo sumimasen literally means "Oh, this does not end" or "This goes on and on." (Sumimasen is the polite negative of the verb sumu, "to be over.") The obligation is the point. "It is hard for me to be placed in this position," exclaims the speaker, "for I am fully aware of my debt to you. I can never repay it." Doomo, added for emphasis to sumimasen, is like "how" in "How dreadful!" Doomo can also be used to express pure deference, and then it is often translated "I have no excuse." The word can be, and often is, used on its own: foreigners commonly (and mistakenly!) think doomo means simply "thank you."6

An offer of a cup of tea to a Japanese person might also elicit the exclamation "Oh, this poisonous feeling!" (Kino doku). First, exclaiming that you feel uncomfortable is said to make the discomfort easier to bear. Second, the recipient of the favour feels ashamed. This is because it is always better to be the first to give, to the point where if I fail to be first, I feel—or at least say I feel—diminished. A much less powerful expression, also used where Westerners might say "thank you," is arigato, "Oh, this difficult thing." (The word comes from ari, "exist, have" and gatashi, "difficult.") This expression was originally a compliment to the giver, an acknowledgement of his or her superiority qua benefactor: it is always hard to admit one's inferiority. The word is now extremely common, its painfulness gone. It is employed, for example, by staff in department stores, who use it to exclaim at "the great and rare benefit the customer is bestowing on the store in buying." The word has become a matter of form. But words like arigato or kino doku or sumimasen have not become conventional utterances by chance. They contain within themselves the history of the culture, and remain pointers to assumptions and thought patterns.

 Before we can begin to understand why the Japanese say phrases that may be translated as "I'm terribly sorry," or "This is poison to my soul," or "I feel ashamed," when a member of a Western European or North American culture should say "Thank you," we have first to stand back and look at the construction of Japanese society as a whole. In a famous book that has sometimes, in recent years, been branded "politically incorrect," Ruth Benedict set out after the end of the Second World War to explain the Japanese mind-set to the West.7 The book is said to be dated because attitudes in Japan as elsewhere are changing fast. Still, some of the principles need to be understood, even today. In the course of the book Benedict lays out major differences between Japanese attitudes and those of Westerners.

Where North Americans, she says, think of themselves as heirs of the past (that is, that the ages culminate in themselves), the Japanese feel they are debtors to the ages—to everything that has gone before and especially to their immediate ancestors. They feel—their culture pressures them to feel—equally indebted to everyone in their society today. Righteousness, therefore, is recognition of one's place in "the great network of mutual indebtedness that embraces both one's forebears and one's contemporaries."

One of the Japanese words for obligation is on, which Westerners translate variously as meaning loyalty, kindness, and love, as well as obligation. It means all of those and none: on is a Japanese word, and no English word or phrase can really capture its significance. On is felt as a load, placed on your back by others; one is said to "wear" an on. The burden is acceptable if the person who thus encumbers you, your "on man," is in a position in society that is superior to your own, for superiors are regarded as being by nature well-wishers towards those inferior to them. If an equal, on the other hand, makes you wear an on, he probably makes you uncomfortable, even resentful. The power of on overrides all personal preferences; the individual should be ready to sacrifice himself for the group. And an on is vast: "One can never return one ten-thousandth of an on." People are naturally unwilling to have on imposed on them by just anybody. They therefore try to avoid casual favours, for these might entangle them in on. And conversely, it is taking advantage of others to help them or give to them if one has no appropriate authority to do so.8

 We in the West think of both debt and repayment as external to the essence of ourselves—as two parts, each time they occur, of one specific drama, which ought to come to an end when the curtain comes down. For Japanese, debt underlies everything, and repayment is activity on the surface and in time. Obeying the law, for example, is the repayment of a permanent indebtedness to others and to one's country; one should never stop obeying the law.9 Westerners think they can "manage their own affairs" without concern for the debts they owe others. This belief, to the Japanese, is the world upside down, the world disconnected, behaviour that is childish, selfish, and confrontational. Another way of putting this is to say that Westerners are content with temporariness in human affairs, whereas Japanese want things if at all possible to be stable, to continue.

We can begin to understand the famous traditional Japanese "confusion" between thanking and apologizing when we realize that, in our own culture, thanking and apologizing do have something in common, and it is nothing other than indebtedness. With thanking, expressing gratitude is not enough. One should give something back; the intention to return a favour must be present or one's words are merely empty. An apology, similarly, entails a desire to make amends. Both gratitude and apology involve awareness that relationships are at present unbalanced—that something needs to be done to restore an equilibrium that is an aspect of justice. And it is up to the receiver of a gift, or to the apologizing offender, to take the initiative and do something about it.

 This is precisely what the word sumimasen ("it never ends") accepts and promises. It assures the benefactor that he has given to a thoroughly schooled and polished person, one who understands perfectly that obligation is everlasting. But that is not all. When Japanese scholars set about explaining what happens when somebody says "sumimasen," they lay out a dazzling network of subtleties and intricacies. It is worth considering some of these, so that we may never forget the complexities of human behaviour, even in a domain as conventional and therefore pre-set as that of politeness routines. We might also look back at the facile judgments made by European travellers to foreign worlds about what was going on in the heads of people whose customs and languages they barely understood.

Japanese say that they feel quite different when they are at home from when they are "in public," that is, conversing with strangers or semi-strangers. The outside world of politeness and ritual gestures has its own word, soto, while the inside world of casualness and true feelings is known as uchi.10 When in public, one displays one's social self and veils one's private self in discretion. Sumimasen is a public word, not taught in the beginning to children, who first master the words arigato and the intimate-sphere gomen, which are closer, respectively, to thanks and apology than is the ambiguous sumimasen. A person who has become adequately educated has learned to build up a public persona and a social "face." He or she is then fit to enter the public realm, the place of aisatsu, which is described as something like "decorum" or "greetings and farewells." (Japanese say there is no word in English that can fully express what aisatsu signifies.) This is when one starts saying politely apologetic phrases like "I will get in the way"—ojama shimasu—on entering a room. And one will begin to use the far-reaching and complex word sumimasen. You would never say "sumimasen" in private: you would sound full of distance and therefore insincere, superficial, ironic, or sarcastic.11

 Sumimasen can mean a straight apology, where the speaker really feels he has done something that could offend. There is no thanks in it: Okurete sumimasen, "I'm sorry for being late." This is what sociolinguists, in terminology introduced by Erving Goffman,12 call a "remedial" statement. It mitigates the trampling upon another person's "territory," the set of expectations that he feels, as a person of honour, ought not to be disappointed or "invaded." There is no question that I ought not to have been late; the fault was my own, and I must smooth the possibly ruffled feathers of the person kept waiting. Saying sorry offers a measure of compensation because apologizing is "reducing" one's own honour and thereby increasing the extent of the other person's. But often sumimasen is used to mean both thanks and apologies:

RECEPTIONIST [who does not have change]: Do you have sixty yen?

CLIENT: Yes, I think I do. [Starts to count coins]

RECEPTIONIST: I'm very sorry. (Sumimasen.)13


The receptionist feels embarrassment (mild shame) at not having, when she should have had, change. She is both sorry to have made the client poke about in her purse, and grateful to her for being helpful and for not being annoyed. The receptionist is further grateful because the client has saved the speaker's "face," wrapped up as it is in her efficiency at her job. She needs to express unbounded indebtedness ("it never ends"). (Saying "sumimasen" is quite wrong where the speaker feels no particular indebtedness: in such a case, "arigato" would be sufficient.) Protesting undying obligation in this example adds "a humble tone," underlining the client's higher status. Of course, this being a routine matter of politeness, there is no necessity for the receptionist to feel deeply sorry or profoundly grateful; it is sufficient that she should say she does.14

 Florian Coulmas pointed out—and the Japanese themselves concur—that "the Japanese conception of gifts and favors focusses on the trouble they have caused the benefactor rather than the aspects which are pleasing to the recipient."15 Here are three examples, where the Japanese apologize and we would say "thank you":

WOMAN: I sent the fax for you yesterday, Mr. B.

MAN: I am very sorry. (Doomo sumimasen deshita.)16


The man is thinking of the trouble the woman has taken. It is worth pointing out that he is deliberately being "unnatural." He leaps over an intermediate step, the obviousness of which makes it "not worth mentioning": of course he is pleased to receive this service. What could be more natural than to think of himself, what he wanted, and the satisfaction he has been accorded? But Japanese politeness makes him shift his attention away from himself and his own pleasure, and consider the woman who has performed the action.

A: Would you like me to carry your luggage?

B: I am very sorry. (Sumimasen.)


"Sumimasen" implies that B is accepting the offer. She could also have used the much less ambiguous word "arigato"—which could be said even if she refused help. Arigato would thank the person for offering aid even if none were needed. However, B could not refuse the offer and use sumimasen, because this word must refer to the other person's action; it implies that that person would be carrying the luggage. The receiver of the favour expresses a feeling of regret for trouble caused, because a superior and polite person like her interlocutor could not but show his kindness to her:


 [On the bus, a man to a woman who is getting off]

A: You forgot your umbrella! Your umbrella!

B: Oh, I'm very sorry. (Aa, doomo sumimasen.)


B is sorry she has been the occasion of the man's having to cry out. But also, sumimasen thanks people who remind us, advise us, or tell us what we are forgetting to do. It thereby declares that such urgings amount to substantive help, as well as the taking of trouble. People depend upon each other, and Japanese politeness formulae make them express appreciation of this fact.

When, say, a shop assistant acts within his role and performs a routine service, the customer says arigato, and as we saw, the assistant similarly thanks the client. But when the assistant does more than his duty, or offers more than was expected, the polite response is sumimasen:

[A customer at a liquor store is buying drinks for a party.]

CLERK: That'll be (so many) yen. The paper cups are on the house.

CUSTOMER [handing over the money]: Ah, I'm sorry. (Aa, sumimasen.)


It apparently often happens that when a superior does his duty, he is treated as though he has gone "over the top" and receives polite deference for it: sumimasen.17 A stranger gets similar treatment: if you ask him the time in the street and he gives it, you behave as though what he has done is beyond duty (he might have ignored you and rushed on): sumimasen.

When in our culture people apologize in a polite context, it is rude not to accept the apology; there should be at least a pretense of morality. For us, forgiveness is a moral ideal. Japanese sumimasen can similarly reveal an underlying morality:

DOCTOR'S RECEPTIONIST: Sorry to have made you wait.

PATIENT: Sumimasen.



 Here, the patient has to make some reply—that "goes without saying." She chooses sumimasen because the receptionist has "lowered" herself by apologizing. The patient remembers her "place"—that she is here to seek help. She therefore murmurs her awareness of the obligation she is under with a ritual acknowledgement of hierarchy, and thankfulness for the benevolence of superiors. Even if one has been kept waiting, one thinks of the kindness and expertise of doctors, not of one's own discomfort or inconvenience.

And finally (in this short and crude discussion of a matter that is far more complex than I have made it sound, and moreover concerns only the word sumimasen and none of the other ways of apologizing and expressing the obligation called giri in Japanese), conversational rules ordain that if one says both sumimasen and arigato in one exchange, sumimasen shall be said first and arigato second:

[A woman asks a man to take a picture of her.]

MAN : Sure.

WOMAN: I'm sorry. (Sumimasen.)

[The man takes the picture and returns the camera to the woman.]

WOMAN: I'm so sorry. (Doomo sumimasen.) Thank you very much. (Arigato gozaimashita.)


This exchange, like thousands of others in Japan, moves in three stages. First, there is an "occurrence of imbalance"—the woman interrupts the man's life and asks him to do her a favour. She "repairs the imbalance" by apologizing in advance, and then again after the man has taken the picture. Finally, the woman says "arigato" a general term covering the entire exchange and marking an end to it. During the double sumimasen stage, the woman has denied herself any vulgar expression of her own satisfaction, and focused her attention on the man who has been so kind. He is not a person fulfilling a social role. He did not have to help her. He has done her a favour, she is grateful (that is, emotion has entered into the exchange), and she has done what she can to repay him, by offering him honour. He is honoured because she has "raised" him, treated him as her superior. Arigato, once also a word expressing obligation but now far "flatter" than sumimasen, brings down the emotional charge of the encounter. Now the two people can properly separate.

 It is not sufficient, when we think about human behaviour, even the relatively simple and traditional conventionality that is politeness, to look merely at functioning conversational routines. For human behaviour constantly changes. It can seem almost impossible to keep up with the latest fashionable expressions and the fluctuations in their meanings. Today, we are told, many Japanese have decided to differentiate thanks from apologies in the Western manner. Very up-to-date people with experience of the international scene have brought two new words into their language, sankyuu and soorii.18 These are considered to be extremely casual expressions and emotionally cool. Meanwhile sumimasen, in all its richness, considerateness, and diversity of application, is said to be gradually dying out.


 5. "Thank You Very Much Indeed"

The intricate strategies of sumimasen, and the myriad other possibilities offered by politeness formulae in Japanese, are hardly to be looked for in the far more humdrum usages of Anglo-Saxon and other European cultures. But there are two outstanding characteristics of thanking behaviour in English. One is the invariability and simplicity of the words thank you and thanks. The other is the frequency with which we keep thanking each other, something we tend to do even when speaking in their own languages to foreigners who are unaccustomed to being constantly thanked.

A common problem for people learning foreign languages lies precisely in the control and management of routines such as thanking. Where a person's own language has a totally different phrase ready for when a certain situation arises, or (and even more so) where one is accustomed simply to saying nothing on some occasions, it is difficult for a foreigner to remember to enter into the right routine, to know what—or what not—to say. Yet to get these conventions wrong is to risk appearing "awkward, eccentric, impolite, or ridiculous," in the words of a student of politeness in Arabic.1

Arabs offer wishes and blessings when we would say nothing at all. They exclaim "With health!" when somebody has just had a bath, declare "May God forgive you!" when coming upon one who is smoking, or pronounce a desire for "Goodness and peace!" before another speaker may embark on a story or begin to recount a piece of news. A Moroccan waiter is said to have exclaimed "Bon appétit!" when he brought the bill after a restaurant meal. But his customer, a sociolinguistics expert, realized that the waiter had artlessly assumed that this French formula resembled bsshha, "With health!" which is correctly said after as well as before meals (or baths) in Arabic.2 "Thank you" in Arabic is often shukrun, or barakallahufik ("God bless you!"), because people commonly perform thanks by uttering a blessing and calling on God. But different phrases may be used depending on what the gratitude is for, and one of these may not be substituted for another. Examples are "May God strengthen your income!" for money, "May God replace it!" for money or a meal, "May God give you health!" or "Health to your hands!" for manual work such as cooking or repairs, "May God bless you!" for certain kinds of good wishes, and "May God keep you safe!" for others. "Forgive me!" is for the taking of trouble, as when someone has helped a passerby to find his way (and here Arabic is like Japanese in requiring "sorry" for trouble taken, where we would expect "thank you"). Arab women (but not men) presumably make forgiveness sweet when they say, "I cut it from your mouth with honey."3

 English "thank you" is a bald phrase, quickly uttered. It is also rigidly invariable, apart from the even briefer form, "thanks." It cannot be turned into the passive voice ("you are thanked"), nor can "thank" be replaced with a synonym. All that is allowed is intensification by means of a lengthening ("Thank you very much") or a greater lengthening ("Thank you very much indeed") or by imbedding it in a formal sentence ("I wish to thank you..."). We are allowed to add to "thank you" or substitute for it in the form of certain compliments or exclamations of delight ("Thank you! What a marvellous idea!") or both surprise and delight ("Oh wow! Thank you!"). Exaggeration also helps express gratitude: "I love it!" or "This is a lifesaver!" An English speaker may occasionally say with some solemnity, "I am grateful," to show that strong emotion underlies—or at least hovers around—the words spoken, precisely because he or she has said something other than—and so gone beyond—the ubiquitous because sternly required minimum, "thanks."


 "Thank you" can also be said in a sarcastic manner, depending on the context and the intonation. "Thank you very much!" said very fast with a strong emphasis on the first word can be a powerfully dismissive expression: "I told them, 'You can count me out, thank you very much!'" The second expression shows so much superiority, so much rejection through sarcasm of any idea of gratitude, that the speaker is unlikely actually to have said it to people who invited her, unless she intended to end the relationship there and then. "Thank you very much!" often implies, "Don't think you can give me anything, because I don't want it. Don't you realize that I already have what you are attempting to offer?" A routine thanking formula, with this special speed and intonation, both negates its original meaning and implies far more than a plain refusal would have done.

Routines, in any language, have important uses. They reduce the extreme complexity of everyday conversational encounters. (Linguistic scientists assure us that we daily engage in verbal interactions of a complexity they struggle to describe, let alone explain.) Routines give people a chance to think and size one another up while producing, in due form and patterning, words they know by heart, much as a Homeric bard produced sets of hexameters he and his audience knew already, providing a kind of pleasurable mental breathing space until complexity and creativity began again. Routines occur at difficult moments of transition, when people are relieved to know how to react properly: at greetings and farewells (which Florian Coulmas compares with the formalities of opening and terminating moves in chess4), apologies, requests, and thanks. Soothing responses are produced and rapport established without speakers' having to become inventive every time such moments occur. (The word routine comes from route: one knows the way, laid out as it is in advance, as on a map.) The repetition, because of their usefulness, of conversational gambits helps them harden into unchanging agglomerations of words.

The "thank you" formula has become so pre-set and so conventional that it defies grammatical analysis. A whole new linguistic science has been invented, partly in order to explicate simple, routine word sets. It studies such matters as the contexts of words and phrases, to whom and when they may be said, how routines and repetitions are inserted into and help shape conversations, how words and ready-made phrases are adapted to circumstances, recourse to intonation and timing in order to influence meaning—in short, how words are used, as opposed to what traditional grammar analyzes into nouns, verbs, adjectives, prepositions, and adverbs. This new science, called pragmatics, sees thanks as neither a noun nor a verb, but a stem, susceptible of expansion, compounding, and ironic subversion. It may also conceal more than it says, as when a woman murmurs "Thank you" (with a rising tone) to a man holding out her coat and means, "I can do the rest of the putting-on by myself, but I do appreciate your polite manners and your kind intentions, and indeed your help with the first and more difficult part of this operation—that of finding the left sleeve while my back was turned towards it."

 Pragmatics sometimes calls thanks a "behabitive," meaning that it lets others know that the speaker has adopted an attitude. Here, thanking once again resembles apology, and also expressions of sympathy, compliments, applauding, criticism, greeting, wishing, cursing, and challenging.5 Thanks, like apology, is an "expressive speech act," announcing the speaker's stance regarding either something happening or another person. It is also said to be an "Illocutionary Force Indicating Device" (an IFID), which classifies it as something showing both speaker and addressee to be involved in an illocution (examples of which are warnings, promises, thanksgivings) in a state of affairs that the speaker believes to be a fact. Practitioners of pragmatics are interested in what people's intentions and decisions are, even during the employment of conventional turns of phrase. But pragmaticists are not allowed to let the obvious pass. They explain that one does not thank for something not done by the addressee, or perceived as not having benefited the speaker. Also, the speaker must either be grateful or have decided to behave as though he or she were grateful.6

Pragmatics takes from artificial intelligence the concept of "frames" for its stems. Frames are "knowledge representations of communication situations"7—in other words, the experience that the speaker has gathered of various social occasions, which leads him or her to choose certain routine phrases and not others. For example, during a restaurant meal one speaks in set phrases that have to be learned in foreign languages: "What are today's specials?""Cobramepor favor,""On partage l'addition," and either "Bitte sehr" or "Bitte schön" depending on who is speaking to whom and what is happening at the table. Gratitude frames include the reason for gratitude, the speaker's perception of the size of the favour, the age, sex, and extent of familiarity one has with the interlocutor, all in addition to the specific demands, constraints, and conventions of the situation.

 Conversational routines are seen, further, as various sets of "turns" or "moves," a game with amazingly rigid rules. If someone begins such a game and others do not join in, the consequences can be catastrophic. A sociolinguistics professor performed an experiment in his office to prove it. When he arrived for work one day and his secretary said her obligatory "Good morning," he merely looked at her and said nothing in reply. Then he strove to carry on normally after that dreadful breaking of the norm of "turns." The next day he did the same. Tension mounted in the office as the days went by. He received "strange looks" from his colleagues. Eventually his nerve failed him, and he dropped the experiment for fear of an "explosion" if he dared to continue. Greeting behaviour includes a relentless insistence that one "good morning" deserves another: immense hostility can build up if this tiny symbol of benevolence is ignored.8

Rigidly required greeting behaviour immediately arouses Darwinian excitement: animals also "greet." Correct "greeting"—a bow from a night heron or a cheep from a turkey chick—can identify the performer as a member of the group, whereas non-performance might mean death to the creature diagnosed as a non-bowing, non-cheeping stranger. (Experimenters proved this by deafening a female turkey, who then murdered her young because she did not hear them cheep. A night heron returning to the nest failed to bow in the required manner, whereupon his own offspring killed him.9)


 Failure to greet, among human beings, normally has strict but less dire consequences, quite apart from the fact that we usually recognize people we know even if they are behaving oddly. We have, it is true, invented precautions, such as the secret password, knowledge of which could save your life among people who have never met you, and the elaborate allowances made for messengers from the enemy, who would probably be killed if they were not official badge-bearing, sign-making messengers. But greeting behaviour, which for human beings includes language as its most significant dimension, makes two demands: first, response to the other person, and second, knowledge of when and how to greet properly (an entirely cultural matter, and in large measure a reassurance for others that one has been taught how to behave). Even the opening greeting "Good morning" is mainly a response, a paying of attention, a mark of respect for the other person's presence. That person is then expected to reply in a similar spirit.

Erving Goffman has reminded us that thanking, like returning greetings, is a matter of balance. Someone makes a request, interrupting the other person's thoughts and actions in doing so, "upsetting the equilibrium" of the relationship by creating, as it were, a gap, a space that needs filling:

A: Would you pass the milk?

B: Here.

A: Thanks.


B has filled the need. A thanks him, not only for the milk but also for returning him to self-sufficiency and restoring the original "balance." A simultaneously brings this exchange to an end by saying "Thanks." Goffman calls the one who asks the "offender." When his request has been granted, the "offender" must thank.10 We have seen that in Japanese interchanges, often the "offender" must apologize. (And furthermore, it is not "self-sufficiency" a polite Japanese person is seeking, but recognition of human interdependence and obligation.) Thanks may be a simple word, but it does not stand alone; it always forms part of an exchange, however trivial and however brief.

 The saying of "thanks" is so important in English interchanges that the person who has done a favour often goes on to help the receiver to thank him. "I hope it fits" is a remark that makes it easier for the recipient of a sweater to exclaim, "It fits perfectly! How did you know my size?"—and a whole conversation is launched. "That'll keep you warm" prompts thanks and a further enumeration of the present's advantages. Other cues offered by givers might include, "It should be washable—machine washable." (Pause.) Or, after providing hospitality, "It was lovely having you." (Space for a response.) Then, "We're going to miss you." (Now what do you say?)11

The point is that thanking either expresses or provokes interaction. In our culture, thanking and being thanked are essential for expressing both recognition of others—all others, both strangers and intimates—and respect for them. This inclusion of those close to us more than doubles, in English, the number of times that thanking is performed in many other cultures where, as we have seen, one does not thank intimates. Conversely, not thanking at all among intimates whose language is English—where people are on good terms, of course—can express exceptional closeness. It is highly likely that English usage insists on constant thanking in part because of the relative separateness with which people in our culture usually live their lives. This separateness (we also call it "individualism") is something both imposed on us and chosen by us, in the mixture of constraint and choice that constitutes culture. Thanking has an important compensatory role to play, to the point where it becomes an almost compulsory routine. Bilingual Hindi-English speakers in India thank more often in English than they do in Hindi: people who are equally at ease in two languages will allow the language being spoken to dictate customs as well as grammar. In Hindi-English circles, a man will repeatedly say "Thank you, darling" to his wife when using English. But he would not, while using Hindi, say "thank you" to her in the English manner unless he "desires to be sarcastic or is a terrible tease."12

 A study of compliments in North American English may shed further light on the rigidity and simplicity of English thanking.13 Compliments are often added to thanks, to expand them and render them more personal. But most of us would be surprised to learn that the outstanding characteristic of compliments in American English is their lack of originality. We think we are being spontaneous and therefore in no way imitative when we offer praise to people, when in fact we unconsciously follow strict and limiting rules.

For example, "nice" and "good" (together with fashionable intensives of these, like "terrific" or "fabulous") are used in nearly half of all compliments: "I love your shoes! They're terrific!" "That chocolate cake was amazing." Other almost inevitable adjectives, all of them quite meaningless except that they demonstrate approbation, are "pretty," "beautiful," "great," "wonderful," "lovely," and "grand." As for verbs, an even narrower compass is preferred. "Like" and "love" occurred in 86 percent of a sample of 686 compliments. And where an even slightly unusual verb or phrase is used, it tends to be intensified by "really": "You've really made a difference to this place." "Just" is similarly added to adjectives if they are less than totally predictable: "Your contribution's been just staggering." Nouns are preceded by the "positive" but almost meaninglessly conventional "quite a" or "some": "That was quite a party." A further characteristic of North American compliments is that they carefully point out what is being praised, and they directly address the person being complimented: "I love your skirt and your blouse."

Researchers found only nine patterns for complimentary sentences. The first three of these make up the majority of them: (1) "——— is/looks (really) ———" ("Your living room looks wonderful"); (2) "I (really) like/love ———" ("I really like those shoes"); (3) "——— is/was (really) ———" ("This was really a great meal"). Less common are (4) "You ——— (really) ———") ("You did a really terrific job"); (5) "You (really) ———" ("You really handled that situation well"); (6) "You have (really) ———" ("You have really beautiful hair"); (7) "What a ———!" ("What a lovely baby you have!"); (8) (adjective plus noun) "——— ———!" ("Nice touch!" "Good shot!"); and (9) "Isn't ——— ———!" ("Isn't it gorgeous!" "Isn't your ring beautiful!")

 Compliments are not only relentlessly but also deliberately formulaic. In the flow of conversation, compliments can be dropped in without warning. This unpredictability explains why they have to be so carefully directed to the person and specific about what is found pleasing:

A: Anyway, I've been working pretty hard...

B: That's a really nice sweater. It looks great on you.

A: Thanks. I've finished most of the work already.


Compliments can also be used to start a conversation. Anything new that is being worn is good for such a beginning: "That outfit's really nice. Is it new?" And looking thin, being a great sign of acceptability in the culture, is another: "Hey, Joe, you really look good. You've lost weight."

Such compliments are little caresses, signs of affection that need not bear any relation to what else is being said—if anything has yet been said at all. They refer, via kindly observations, to uncommitted, unspecified, but friendly dispositions underlying the words spoken. Compliments of this peculiarly modern kind, like the even more formulaic "thanks," are produced often. They must of necessity be specific, yet chosen from a narrow set of possibilities. Manes and Wolfson, the authors of this report, believe that one reason for these constraints is that "there is little or no similarity of background, and only the most general of cultural values can be assumed to be shared."

The lack of originality in complimenting behaviour is useful in other ways. The word compliment is from Latin complere, via Spanish cumplir, meaning "perform what is due." Now, inventiveness and surprise are rarely "what is due": people sometimes wish to be perceived as peculiar, but not often. And it is essential that the person complimented remain in no doubt that a compliment is what is being proffered, even though there may be nothing to lead up to or prepare for the statement:

 A: That's an interesting dress.

B: Gee, is that supposed to be a compliment, John?

A: [Embarrassed] Well, sure. I didn't say it was dull, did I?


No offence would have been taken if A had said "great" or "beautiful" instead of departing from the script by producing "interesting."

Three different reactions to a compliment are possible. One may either say "thank you" for it, or one may play it down: deny its truth, protest, or suddenly change the subject of the conversation. The third alternative, outright refusal, is always rude, and usually takes the compliment to have been improper. A Frenchwoman might say in such a circumstance, "Tes compliments tu peux te les garder" ("I don't want any compliments from you"—literally "You can keep your compliments"), and even resort to brutal expletives, flinging any semblance of politeness to the winds.14

North Americans are famous for saying "thank you" when complimented. Europeans, including the British, traditionally do not thank on these occasions but prefer to play down complimentary remarks. This reaction is changing, as more and more people opt for the modern strategy of the simple, flat, and unmistakably laudatory compliment. There is widespread automatic imitation of American behaviour, but it is also true that the same conditions that first produced the formulaic compliment in America are spreading. As societies adopt egalitarian attitudes, they naturally become unceremonious and blunt of speech. And there is a need for more clarity, less indirectness, and less unspoken subtlety as people increasingly meet others with whom they have little in common and few shared but unspoken assumptions to lean on.

And there is a further reason. As saying "thank you" for it implies, a simple compliment has come to be perceived as a gift. Forcing compliments into token-like regularity of form turns them into symbols of generalized benevolent intent. They are then used simply to show attentiveness, or to lend conscious support to a friendly attitude. These are not trivial matters, even if the compliments themselves are merely formulaic; indeed, we give thanks for the kindly disposition revealed (at least apparently) by compliments. "Thank you" as a response to a compliment leaves little room for expansion, however, unless the admirer is very determined. The compliment having been given, benevolence established, the interlocutors wish to move on. They like feeling they are busy and pragmatic—but still friendly.

 To play a compliment down—the alternative and more traditional strategy with compliments in European cultures—is not to refuse it, but to refuse to revel in it publicly:

INTERVIEWER [to Brigitte Bardot]: Your beauty—I mean, it can't always have made life easy....

BARDOT [interrupting him]: Oh, I'm not beautiful. Not really.


Her breaking in to prevent further effusions and her disagreement are typical responses to compliments. Here the compliment is not considered to be a gift, but (merely) an opinion. It might be true or false: either way, there is nothing to be thankful for. Its formulation might be conventional, but there is far less rigour and limitation than in the American examples where the one complimenting is forced to show approbation and approbation only. A person who receives a compliment is not supposed to agree with or endorse the complimentary opinion—as Bardot would have appeared to do if she had replied with "Thank you." There are exceptions to this rule, but they are always at least slightly shocking.

Disagreement, on the other hand, can serve to make one seem more admirable still: one remains cool, unconcerned with one's own merits; one never crows. To protest, however, immediately provides opportunities for further interaction. More might be said in the same vein, or arguments produced to support the original assertion:

 A: I love your necklace.

B: Oh no, it's just a piece of old junk. I found it on sale somewhere.


A French speaker in an equivalent exchange is likely to claim madness in the one doing such praising: ("T'es folle!""Tu rêves!""Tu délires!") or to behave as if he is joking ("Sans blague!" and so forth), in order to turn the compliment aside.15 Of course, if the necklace really is a piece of old junk and has elicited a compliment, the reason must be that it is one's person that has lent beauty to it. At the very least, to have seen something exceptional in a cheap thing, passed over by others as ordinary, means that its buyer must have outstanding discernment. It is the prowess in the admired person—or the magnificence of the object in her possession—that is assumed to be the subject of the entire gambit, not a vague kindly disposition in the one who offers the compliment. This assumption explains why old-fashioned compliments are commonly "fished" for:

A: I'm afraid the kitchen looks very cluttered—my husband's china collection had to go somewhere!

[B is expected to say something at least as extended and inventive as it is admiring.]


Once again, a small instance from another culture may sharpen our perception of our own attitudes. In Japan, to compliment someone is to engage in not one but several exchanges of praise and ritual denial. Humility in one complimented is essential; even if it is not felt, it must be expressed. And conversely, humility must be ritually rejected, the admirably humble one "raised up" by the one who praises. A Japanese scholar visiting the United States encountered a colleague who commented, politely by American standards, on his new bicycle:

 A: What a beautiful bicycle you have.

B: It's nothing; it's the cheapest thing I could find.

A: I like it. Have a nice day.


The Japanese scholar, watching his interlocutor abruptly and cheerfully depart, was left to wonder why she did not like his bicycle (and perhaps also why she was so brutal about it).16

Modern North American complimenting behaviour, by contrast, allows those complimented to say "thank you" without a blush:

A: Your eyes are just glorious, you know.

B: Thank you.


Admiration is accepted as freely bestowed readiness to see beauty in others and a sign of fondness in the speaker, rather than a perceptive response to excellence. (The person with glorious eyes might agree that she is peculiarly gifted; her conventional response to having this pointed out, however, veils her self-satisfaction.)

But modern thanking (as opposed to complimenting) behaviour may often lead a benefactor to turn aside his beneficiary's thanks:

A: Thank you so much. You've been so kind.

B: Don't mention it.


English and other European languages have various phrases for turning aside thankfulness: "That's all right," "Not at all," "De rien," "Pas de quoi," "Keine Ursache," "No faltaba más," "No hay de qué," and so forth. All of these expressions can be used as well to deflect an apology. They protest that thanking (or apology) was unnecessary, that there was no need to say anything (although there almost certainly was).

 Often languages demand, after "thank you," a response that means "please":

A: Grazie.

B: Prego.


B's response means, "Please do not thank me. Do not feel you owe me anything" It might further imply, "It is I who say 'please,' and therefore you are not the 'offender'—I am." In Swedish, the response "Please" or "Be so good" seems to give the hearer the option of whether or not to accept the offer made.17 To the German "Danke schön" the response is "Bitte schön," where schön, literally "lovely," is an intensifier and therefore optional, and bitte is "I beg you" or "please." In Iraqi Arabic, the response to "thank you" is "mam-noon." When I asked an Arab friend the literal meaning of this word, he said, "It means thank you twice': thank you for giving me the opportunity of doing something for you which has caused me to hear you say 'Thank you.'"

Of course, no one thinks all this when routinely saying "Prego" or "Bitte," "Je vous en prie," or "Mamnoon." But the feeling is very strong that something should be said after thanks have been expressed. Such interjections exist to lessen the extent of the imbalance incurred by a kind act. Everybody knows that "thank you" is not enough repayment, that in the future there will probably have to be deeds done in addition to these words said, if gratitude is to be proven. The polite giver therefore seeks to lighten the burden of obligation, at least temporarily, by denying that it exists. Similarly, when someone is given a present, she might exclaim, "You shouldn't have!" meaning that the giver should not feel that there was an obligation to give anything. The gift is entirely the giver's idea; the receiver claims to have expected nothing. Another strategy for the giver is to say that there is nothing to be grateful for because he enjoyed giving ("It's a pleasure" or "My pleasure" or simply "Pleasure") or that giving cost him little.

 A: Thank you! They're so beautiful! I love tomatoes fresh from the garden.

B: Oh, it's nothing.

A: Oh, but—you shouldn't have!

B: No, really, I have plenty.


In a minority of languages—one of them is British English—there is no felt need to say anything after one has been thanked. "Not at all" is possible, and "Oh, that's OK," and other responses that are equally acceptable after an apology. But there is nothing in English like German bitte or Italian prego. North Americans, however, commonly say "You're welcome" after being thanked (and once again this custom appears to be spreading to British English). It seems possible that foreign immigrants to North America, feeling a dreadful hole in the conversation—nowhere to say "prego" or "bitte"—every time someone thanked them, supplied the missing response with "You're welcome." (Incidentally, "You're welcome" cannot be used after "Thanks" for a North American compliment. "I love your boots!"—"Thank you!"—"You're welcome!" would either be improper or involve sarcasm. It would make the one praising sound like a cold-blooded sycophant. Compliments are not, then, exactly like gifts.)

North American English also presses thankers to assure their benefactors that reciprocity will occur: "I'll pay you back as soon as I can." "You must come and see us sometime. We'll give you a call." "Next time it's on me." In other cultures it is not always necessary to promise to repay. It might indeed be thought politer not to: people often feel that something so obviously to be expected should not have to be mentioned at all.

The Japanese, ceremonious as they are, often do not say anything in response to thanking. This is because the Japanese thank by using a declaration, expressing their awareness that there exists an obligation to repay. "Sumimasen" ("This is not the end") is one example. And such a sentence, as a piece of information, does not call for a response.

 In British English as well, "thank you" is often followed by silence. The reason has to do with the special frequency of saying thanks in the language. "Thanks," especially in British English, has many uses that have only a tenuous relationship, or none at all, with gratitude. In modern Anglo-Saxon custom, British as well as North American, thanking is rather like complimenting behaviour in that it is a sign of connectedness in an often disconnected world, a mark of goodwill, a brief gesture of respect. Like the compliments described, it often aims past the actual transaction or the gift or the offer of a gift, to address itself to the person behind it. "Thank you" need not express depth of feeling. It is neither inventive nor creative in its expression, but does demonstrate a minimum of respect. This minimality in itself makes a lapse in this highly mechanical ritual of thanking a serious matter, just as failing to say "Good morning" in response to "Good morning" is a breach that will later need to be repaired if relations are to continue. Often the simpler and the fewer the rules, the more strictly they are kept, and the angrier people become when they are not.

"Thanks," then, is said not only when one accepts an offer but when one refuses it: "No, thanks." At table, the French do not even say "Non" but only "Merci,"; the thanking for an offer being raised thereby to more importance than the wishes of the person declining. A gesture or a tilt of the head, so slight that it could easily be missed by the unaccustomed, is all that expresses the refusal; acceptance of the offer is expressed by "S'il vous plaît" and receiving, followed by another, gestureless "Merci." When one refuses something for a good reason, one may explain what that reason is but should still express gratitude: "I'm afraid I work on Wednesday nights. Thanks all the same." Thanks are due for the benevolence expressed by the offer even should it not correspond to what is wanted. And when someone asks about one's welfare, it is rude not to thank him or her for asking:


 A: How are you?

B: Fine, thanks.


Other languages commonly make a distinction between forms corresponding to French "vous" and "tu," the plural form being formal and the singular form intimate. The English language has rejected "thou" and "thee" and kept only "you"—plural and therefore respectful. "Thanks," the informal alternative to "thank you," has appeared because the English language can no longer distinguish between distance and familiarity by using a pronoun other than "you." Calling everybody "you," on the other hand, is an egalitarian move in a culture that nevertheless emphasizes respect.

The Latin word respicere, the root of respect, means literally "to turn around and look at." Respect involves regard (a word that literally means "a look"), an admiration sufficient to make us stop in our tracks and turn around; it implies a distance between the observer and the one looked at. (In a culture that despises the obediently conventional and even the irreproachable, "respectability" has come to be devalued; "respect," however, has if anything grown in demand.) Respect is most obviously felt for people we consider admirable and therefore above us. Respect for all is, however, one of the ideals of our culture. Constantly saying "thank you" and "thanks" is one expression of that ideal. It has been suggested that every time we say "please" or "thank you," we express respect: "Pass the salt, (you are worthy of respect)." "(You are worthy of respect), have some more."—"No, (but) (you are worthy of respect).'"18

Thanking is so widely used partly because "thank you" is easy to say and can offend no one. It is useful, therefore, in public notices. When telling people in general, such as clients or passengers, to do something, thanking may be chosen nowadays instead of commanding. It sounds more respectful, the directive less overbearing: "Thank you for not smoking." Apology, on the other hand, is often felt to be a kind of abasement. One can avoid saying sorry for any inconvenience to the public created by work in progress, and at the same time offer a possibly mollifying respect, by displaying a sign saying THANK YOU FOR YOUR COMPREHENSION.

 Thanking is also done ironically, sarcastically, or brusquely. It can be a reaction to a compliment that is no compliment, whether it is rudely meant or a joke:

A: This sweater rolls up in the middle.

B: And you don't need that!

A: Thanks.


Gratitude is expressed for a big favour, of course, but also for a little or even a tiny one, such as being handed something. ("Here you are." "Thanks.") It can assure a benefactor of one's future gratitude, or dismiss a person whose services are not needed. Thanks (effusive or mechanical, according to circumstance) are said on receiving offers, arrangements, and suggestions, and on accepting or rejecting them. Sometimes a rejection might offend and therefore needs special work, perhaps with a compliment thrown in:

A: You can have a spoonful of cream with these if you like.

B: I really won't. Thanks awfully. They're terribly good!


In British English, "thank you" can be used simply to end a verbal exchange, which may be why the English traditionally say nothing after "Thank you": the exchange is over and there is nothing further to be said. Telephone conversations—where words are everything because there are no external signs to help in making judgments, and facial expressions cannot be seen—have evolved elaborate rituals for verbally ending an exchange without offence. Cutting the other person off without warning is very rude, and especially to be guarded against because hanging up is so very easy to do. Thanking-as-an-ending is brought into play as a preparation for hanging up, and often offered twice or three times during the ending ritual. Other ending strategies include taking time, making strategic repetitions, and taking turns. There are rules, and we keep them, complex as they are and even though we are in the main unaware that rules exist, let alone that we obey them.

 When a telephone conversation is nearly over, the speakers gradually converge upon an ending. This is done by confirmations of what has been agreed, then an agreement to close, then a pre-closing "Thank you" and finally the ritual "Good-bye." (It is possible to end an exchange with a bare "Thank you" but that is very dry and formal, and reserved for people who do not know each other or with whom we are seriously annoyed.) Here is a typical example:

A: Well, as near two-thirty as possible, then.

[The agreement made previously is recapitulated. This constitutes a suggestion that the conversation might close soon.]

B: Yes.

A: All right. That's fine. Thank you very much. That'll ensure that we'll get some kind of daylight [laughs] even if it's raining—

[The thanking constitutes a preparation for ending the conversation. There follows a lightening of mood with a little joke, possibly because A has made this potentially offensive move.]

B: Yes—that'd be good. Yes.

A: Yes. OK, fine.

B: Fine. Excellent.

[Time is taken to feel satisfaction at the conjuncture achieved; the repetitions are also confirmations. Each waits for the other to make the first definitively closing move.]

A: Thanks very much.

[A has done it. The penultimate move is finally taken: they are about to close the conversation.]

B: Thank you. Look forward to seeing you.

[B begins the farewell.]

 A: All right. Bye then.

B: Bye-bye.

[A has completed it, B confirms it. Both have displayed amiability and a good relationship. The curtain comes down when they hang up.]19


In this conversation, thanking does retain a hint of gratitude. But it is also "pragmatically" used to move the conversation towards closure. Thanking almost invariably precedes final goodbyes on the telephone. Thanks as an ending occur also in discussions, on radio or television, for example, where a host wants to stop somebody talking and move on to another speaker. This is a transcription from a radio program:

A: We should remember those of our ancestors that we can find out about and take an interest in them because out of them came everything that we are...

B: Thank you very much. Let's ask the psychologist...20


Anglo-Saxons are capable even of making an interaction out of nothing but repeated thankings. In the following exchange a train conductor has taken a passenger's ticket and stamped it. He now hands it back with thanks, perhaps for the passenger's cooperation but perhaps to show he has finished with the ticket. The passenger says "Thank you" on receiving the ticket. The conductor makes an end of the transaction before moving on:21

CONDUCTOR: Thank you.

PASSENGER: Thank you.

CONDUCTOR: Thank you.





End of sample
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