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Introduction: Delayed and Displaced Gifts

Francisco Martinez and Olli Pyyhtinen

Gifts are deeply seated in the organisation of social life and how we make sense
of the world; we all give and receive gifts, and tend to think of the rituals of ex-
change as rather pleasing. However, gifts can also create ambiguity and tension,
especially around expectations for reciprocity. When gifts are given without a
clear indication of their expectations, recipients may feel uncertain about how
to respond. The timeline of reciprocation can also blur; a gift might not be
reciprocated immediately or in kind, complicating the relationship and fuelling
anxiety regarding the roles of the giver and receiver. Hence, gifts cannot be ad-
equately understood without acknowledging their dark side, as for instance the
troublesome feelings that arise from social indebtedness (Marcoux 2009), and
from reciprocity holes during the exchange, since delay, failure and dislocation
are as common as the neat linearity and inevitability conceptualised by Mauss.

While ubiquitous and often socially adhesive, gifts may also be unwelcome,
dangerous or even harmful. This perspective challenges the idea of gifts as static
items, instead positing that gifts embody complex social contracts, emotions,
and expectations which resonate differently across situations, cultures, and
times. The good easily becomes bad, and the best might then turn into the
worst. Indeed, things can go south when reciprocity is lost. Gifts particularly
entail anxiety, risk and even equivocation when they are diverted from their
customary paths and we want to study how. Throughout the issue, we use
“delayed gifts” as a notion to name exchanges where the counter-gift is paused,
withheld or indefinitely postponed; and “displaced gifts” when value moves to
a different medium, site or body such that reciprocity cannot proceed as usual.
In both, interruption does not terminate relation; it reconfigures obligation and
agency, while scrambling familiar conduits of return.

In his comparative analysis of the economic practices of archaic commu-
nities (1954 [1925]), Marcel Mauss presented gift-giving as characterised by
reciprocity, which means that someone who receives a gift must then offer
another one in return. His second assumption was that gifts are imbued with
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a subjective quality; the object that we give must contain something of us. It is
this “spirit” that leads to the obligation to give, to receive and, most importantly,
to reciprocate. These three assumptions, nonetheless, rely on exchanges that are
more or less immediate. However, less attention has been paid to the temporal
complications or interruptions around gift-giving.

This Special Issue argues: (1) interruptions (delay, refusal, displacement)
are intrinsic to gift relations; (2) studying storage, dormancy and dangerous/
poisoned gifts reveals non-reciprocal obligations and posthuman agencies;
(3) our cases (trash, radioactive soil, dormancy, viral/organic transfers) show
how gifts organise contemporary life beyond Maussian reciprocity. The set of
articles that comprises this discussion foreground the diversity of gift-giving
practices as well as the contingency of their meanings, highlighting the need
for sensitivity to contextual factors. We study what happens when the usual
traffic of gifts is delayed, diverted or interrupted, taking, as a result, unexpected
turns, forms, conduits or transubstantiations - for example, by studying the
back-and-forth movement between gift and trash (Urakova’s article), or how
the act of bagging the radioactive soil resulting from a disaster is literally a
poisoned gift that shapes the way in which residents of Fukushima can imagine
the future (Shin’s article).

Our intention is not so much to refute classical gift theories as to supplement
them and carry them forward by exploring how gift-giving would also open up
a world of relationships in our societies, being still part of our time, ostensibly
marked by capitalist production, exchange and accumulation of wealth. The
question of time is crucial for any theory of exchange between groups; in a
sequential way, scores tend to be settled even without any explicit imperative
towards balanced reciprocity. As Pierre Bourdieu (1977: 6) observed, what dif-
ferentiates a gift from a commodity (or barter) is not so much the absence of
calculative rationality in the giving as the time delay of the counter-gift. It is
thanks to the passing of time that a self-interested, egoistic exchange is never-
theless taken as a generous, disinterested giving.

David Graeber (2011), in turn, correlated the Maussian cycles with modern
political economy. In a coercive frame such as the one of debt, rejecting the
return of the gift appears as an act of resistance and subversion by disrupting
hegemonic power relationships. Hence, gift practices may also be experienced
as a challenge, instead of reinforcing a given social structure or a system of
exchange. By making gifts relational rather than transactional, individuals
can emphasise value beyond the market. This reclamation of non-commercial
exchange suggests a potential shift towards alternative economies built on soli-
darity and collaboration.!

The cycle of exchange may be interrupted, delayed or break down at any
point, hence the need to subject the interruptions and forms of taking without
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giving to detailed empirical analysis. To avoid the mandate of reciprocity and
the doleful symbolism of an unwanted gift is also the reason why people make
use of shadow spaces such as basements or garages to hide a present, in the
double sense of the word (Martinez 2024). In some cases, as noted by Sophie
Woodward in her article on the things that people keep but are not using, dor-
mancy is a necessary phase that helps maintain the relationships in which the
gift is entangled, despite putting part of ourselves in storage. Such gifts remain
inactive, hidden, forgotten or dormant; while they are not reciprocated, they
nonetheless may potentially be used or gifted again. Gifts kept in the dark,
somewhat unwanted, may be rediscovered at a later point, if not as a gift (to be
reciprocated) anymore, then perhaps as material traces of what they once were,
thereby serving as the cultural genes of future creations and relations, as noted
by Martinez in his article on parasitical ethnography.

By foregrounding delay and interruption, this Special Issue stresses how
the gift relationship is not simply a sequential process, but one of distortion,
deferral and diversion too. Indeed, unsuccessful transactions need to be under-
stood as integral to gift and exchange relationships, not merely as an external,
marginal nuisance. Delays, interruptions and misalignments do not close out
the gift relationship but give rise to new intensities and meanings. In such cases,
the gift of time itself may generate further effects - for instance, allowing other
forms of worth to emerge and the possibility of exploring new kinds of relation.
Still, the objects, gestures and performances of giving examined here may not
always fit the classical anthropological definitions of what a gift is and does. For
instance, in her article, Alexandra Urakova discusses the circumstances under
which trash could be considered a gift.

In addition, a gift can render time material, measure time or even function as
an artefact that serves to keep people (in) waiting (for example, citizenship for
asylum seekers). Pauses and disruptions may produce, in turn, further displace-
ments, side-effects, stoppages and non-linear trajectories of transformation. As
in Eunsil Shin’s article, a delay in accepting the gift might be mortally dangerous
(see also Sowerby and Urakova 2022). For another example of transformations
created by delays, one can think of the donation of an organ, an act that does
not appear as a single event confined in the past. As shown in Margrit Shildrick’s
article on organic gift-giving, the donor may remain biosentimentally present
in the gift and is imagined to live on through the life of the recipient, thereby
producing entangled identities. Hence, when something external is placed at an
intracorporeal level, such as in the case of a virus entangled within our body, the
idea of the gift needs to be reconsidered, loosening intention as a criterion of
giving (Shildrick 2022). If a virus is a gift, it is certainly one that does not entail
any intention of offering or receiving one, nor does it require a counter-gift.
However, instead of simply disqualifying such intracorporeal displacements as
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gifts, we propose that their posthuman nature and lack of intentions to give or
receive may, in fact, invite us to broaden our thinking of what may constitute
a gift.

It is among our objectives in this Special Issue to expand the universe of
gifts beyond kula valuables, potlatch coppers, gifts to the Sangha and other
manifestations of gifts traditionally studied by anthropologists (Bataille 1993;
Lévi-Strauss 1967; Mauss 1954 [1925]). Instead of deciding in advance what
gifts are and what they should be like, we suggest cultivating openness towards
what can act as gifts and examining what it is that they do — what kinds of
relations, assemblages and agencies they may foster, sustain, enact and make
possible. If anything, gifts are constitutive of social relations and participate
in our collective life as connecting devices — prompting both proximities and
separations. Usually, those relations involve the movement of an item from one
social actor to another, eventually creating complex paths of reciprocity and
systems of exchange that might reach different eras and geographies (Carrier
2006; Weiner 1992). However, in many cases, those relations cannot be foreseen,
identified or even seen. This calls for reconsidering not just the feasibility of an
immediate return, but also the suitable ways of transforming gift relations into
knowledge relations (Ssorin-Chaikov 2013). Integrating delays, disruptions and
indeterminacy into the study of gifts and making explicit their consequences
for the analysis is one of the methodological contributions of this Special Issue,
we hope (Martinez 2021; Woodward 2019).

Thinking about gifts is still today a work in progress (Pyyhtinen 2014;
Sanchez et al. 2017); there are largely unexplored territories of giving (such as
posthuman gifts), twisted paths and new forms of circulation, as well as not en-
tirely worked-out relationships between gifts, dark legacies and late inheritances
that might impel us to enact and dismantle our social relations simultaneously
(see Woodward’s and Martinez’s articles). The articles included in this Special
Issue demonstrate how gift-giving is not a vestigial practice, a relic of archaic
times, but a particular form of exchange and/or of attributing value that is
still existent, vibrant and relevant in today’s late-modern societies. Therefore,
whereas for Mauss (1954 [1925]) the gift served as a means to trace the origin
of modern economic exchange, we hold that delayed and disrupted gifts help
us understand not only our past (what we have been), but also how contem-
porary societies are organised now and what they are becoming. For instance,
delays in gift-giving and/or reciprocating encourage us to recognise how the
meaning of a gift extends beyond its physical presence. The empirical study of
disruptions in exchange shifts the focus from the one-oft event of the gift to a
multiplicity of intentions, mediums and anticipations behind it. Likewise, by
viewing gift-giving as a process that might be interrupted and re-activated on
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several occasions, we can learn about how relational webs are sustained over
time through a dynamic (not always harmonic) interplay of exchanges.

We argue that the problem begins with what is left of the gift after the giving
instance. There are remarkable cases, such as an unused wedding present
(Noyes 2021), in which either the gifts or the circulation channel does not fit
neatly with classic theories about reciprocal exchange (being a rather immediate
exchange while gifts, givers and receivers remain clearly identifiable). When
examining the multiplicity of contemporary gift-related practices, we suggest
considering a rather heterogeneous ecology of obligations, liabilities, labour,
rights and displacements (Hénaff 2020), an approach that opens an expanded
field for understanding the gift beyond reciprocity and intention. Indeed, our
proposal to focus on delayed and disrupted gifts also aims to account for the
array of multidirectional spillover effects that this reciprocal gesture gener-
ates, because (as noted in Sansi’s article) giving is an act that gives itself, an
experiment that generates unexpected, not always structured events to follow.
This fact rather foregrounds the ambiguity of giving, instead of a more or less
objective and predictable quality of this gesture. Hence, with this issue, we ul-
timately propose to question the gift as a concept and as a social practice once
again, assuming that societal changes affect what we understand as a gift and
the nature of gift-giving, and vice versa.
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Notes

1. A recent study of voluntary dumpster diving in Finland (Pyyhtinen and Lehtonen
2023) presents this practice as form of valuation and social critique rather than
mere scavenging. Dumpster divers only take what is of immediate use and incur
no debt to anyone by doing so; their scavenging of free food in trash bins is inter-
twined with questions of sustainability and spark awareness about societal norms
around consumption and reconsiderations of what waste is.
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