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The Arrogance of Giving

by Rubert Van Blerk

Community Development Resource Association

All you have shall some day be given; 
Therefore give now, that the season of giving may be yours and not your inheritors'. 
You often say, 'I would give, but only to the deserving.' 
The trees in your orchard say not so, nor the flocks in your pasture. 
They give that they may live, for to withhold is to perish. 
Surely he who is worthy to receive his days and his nights is worthy of all else from you. 
And he who has deserved to drink from the ocean of life deserves to fill his cup from your little stream. 
And what desert greater shall there be than that which lies in the courage and the confidence, nay the charity, of receiving? 
And who are you that men should rend their bosom and unveil their pride, that you may see their worth naked and their pride unabashed? 
See first that you yourself deserve to be a giver, and an instrument of giving. 
For in truth it is life that gives unto life - while you, who deem yourself a giver, are but a witness. 


Kahlil Gibran

(an extract from his poem, ‘Giving’)

Recently I had the opportunity to converse with a first year student where she recounted the story of her decision to study psychology.  Coming from a well-off and protected background she had a variety of choices of which career to follow.  There were two traumas that she could identify out of her experiences, one in early childhood and one in late adolescence, that helped her to make a final decision.  I was amazed at the fact that she had such a vivid memory of an incident stretching back to the age of three, which had convinced her of the need to offer children support and protection through their early years and how, if unresolved, the cycle of suffering would continue into adulthood.  Then during her final year of school she had a friend who was abusing drugs.  In her efforts to support this friend she felt helpless and incapacitated.  She resolved to learn and equip herself to help others; this is what she wanted to do.  Subsequent to this she told me how another student had delivered a cutting remark - ‘you people who want to become psychologists really just want to help yourselves’.  This remark had produced much annoyance and discomfort, but after giving it some thought she was able to acknowledge that there was some truth to it.  The interesting theme which emerges for me out of this is how our motivation to help others can be rooted in our very own sense of helplessness as we react to a wanting, complex and often angry world.  And that world is as much a part of who we are on the inside as it is a part of our environment.

Over the past months I have engaged in development work where acts of giving have been central, there is one notion that constantly rings out – it is ‘the arrogance of giving’.  The statement sounds like a contradiction - how can giving be seen as being arrogant?  Is the act of giving not defining of what we understand as human goodness?  What can have happened where giving carries such a negative connotation?  

For most of my career I have associated with people who are professional or vocational helpers;  teachers, psychologists, education department officials and now development practitioners.  Their, or our, giving has tended to happen in contexts where the recipients are often poverty-stricken and lacking in the material resources so characteristic of the lives of those who give.  Usually the recipients have not known what is available, where and how to ask or even to understand their right to insist on the services and resources that are theirs as citizens - so often what little they do receive is gratefully taken as gifts from above.  

But who really receives what from these acts of charity?  The poor and marginalised of the world provide us with a huge marketplace to which we can bring our help, or can we even say our ‘trinkets of helplessness’.  How often do we bring our gifts in a manner that takes away the power of the recipient?  In this way our giving becomes a mere projection of our own helplessness and vulnerability onto those who are supposed to benefit.  And in the act of giving are we not getting more in return because anything that helps us to feel more whole as a human beings must certainly be of even greater value than the few services and resources that we disseminate along the margins of society?

Too often the act of giving is simply counterproductive and bound up with behaviours of power over.  In schools the teacher chastises the child who is not receptive to his teaching.  The psychologist foists her middle class approaches on a family who have no means to implement the treatment regime.  Education officials hand out large chunks of policy and other attempts at support with no conception of the difficulties faced by school principals and teachers who work in the townships, let alone a willingness to really comprehend them.  In the development sector itself there are more examples of this kind of giving.  Recently, while doing a site visit to a housing development in another African country, I heard the story of an expatriate from the North comparing the ‘given house’ with indigenous housing structures.  The local housing type was described as ‘poverty housing’.  Yet these indigenous homes, though requiring maintenance, revealed remarkable architectural lines, engineering and aesthetic and cultural qualities, compared with the dull grey square with corrugated iron roofing, so generously given from the North.  But if the qualities of the local houses were to be acknowledged where would it leave the giver and his gifts?

How can we begin to give in a way that honestly acknowledges our own vulnerability and need to become more whole as human beings?  The first step is already hinted at in the question.  Greater openness to who we are and our unresolved needs is a prerequisite and probably the most difficult challenge that has to be faced.  Learning to live and work with our very own neediness and vulnerability can become a strength in understanding what it means to receive and in giving more of ourselves and building power sharing relationships with those we try to help.  If we would let those whom we help be aware of our own needs and how they are helping us, might this not bring some empowering mutuality into the relationship? 

Perhaps the key to how this may happen is to begin to appreciate the subtle yet enormous difference between giving and offering.  Offering embodies a gentler, more sensitive or even spiritual quality, more conscious of the whole relationship than the easy act of just giving.  When offering our help, almost as gifts are offered at a temple, we have a better chance of acknowledging and appreciating what we receive or are offered in return.  There can be a more mutual and dignified quality to this kind of relationship.  But when we just give, when we dole out our largesse, then are we not just taking what we get in return and in this act diminishing the potential of a very human exchange, and so diminishing each of us in turn?

In the same way there is also a difference between taking and accepting the help that is given or offered. When people are offered genuine choices, in having a real opportunity to consider and possibly accept what we offer, rather than just taking whatever is available, as part of a human exchange, are they not better able to connect with their own sources of power, thus enabling a different relationship with those offering their help? 

I am left again with the words of the poet:

See first that you yourself deserve to be a giver, and an instrument of giving. 
For in truth it is life that gives unto life - while you, who deem yourself a giver, are but a witness. 

With this as an orientation who knows what untold relationships, opportunities and potentialities for development may be opened and awakened?
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