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Life Is a Gift

The Isetan department store in Tokyo used an advertising slo-
gan, “Life is a Gift,” for their 2015 Christmas promotion. Does
this rather assertive phrase mean human life is a wonderful gift
unexpectedly given by Almighty God? If gifts are connected
with the grace of God, why did Isetan, an avatar of commodity
society, use this word, whose real meaning runs against com-
mercialism, in this advertisement?

If life is really a gift from Almighty God, it must be irreconcil-
able with a society dominated by the capitalist mode of produc-
tion that produces a huge mass of commodities. A commodity
requires exchange, while a gift is not supposed to be exchanged.
The latter should be unilaterally given, while the former offers
a network of social relationships. It reflects the entire chain of
exchange that permeates society like a web. How is it possible to
establish common traits between these two things?

A commodity is produced by anonymous “abstract labor” It
is an accumulation of symbolic labor disconnected from con-
crete labor, and this concrete side of labor is always diminishing.
A gift has the material trace of God inscribed, while a commod-
ity requires no such thing. A number of commodities need to
have equivalent value for exchange, which is only made possible
by alienating labor from actual production.

Capitalist society detaches people from their land and means
of production, and makes them nomadic and mobile. Those
who have lost their land and means of production have to ex-
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BETA EXERCISE

change themselves as laborers in order to survive. Once it be-
comes nomadic, human labor is allowed to enter the market as
an exchangeable commodity. People cannot commodify their
labor, nor do they need to do so, until they detach themselves
from their grounded lifeworld. Only when people are alienated
from their land and means of production, are they able to be-
come a commodity. It’s a process of abstraction and symboliza-
tion, and only those who have experienced it are allowed access
to the market. Homogenized, abstracted humans lacking con-
creteness — people changing their symbolic status to transform
themselves into exchangeable labor.

In capitalist society, human life bearing a special mark of di-
vinity —in other words, the gift —is also traded as a commod-
ity. People transform their lives, the precious gift from God, into
an exchangeable unit of abstract labor in order to maintain their
lives. Does Isetan’s slogan, “Life is a Gift,” encourage us to trans-
form the gift into a commodity, the precious divine gift into a
flat abstract concept? The commodity requires abstraction; oth-
erwise it cannot flow freely within the market. No similarity
can be found between commodity and gift; the former basically
transforms concrete human labor into an abstract concept, and
the latter is essentially non-symbolic, a divine favor.

For humans who cannot live without exchanging goods, the
relationship involving exchange is essential for maintaining
their lives. Therefore, everything has to be transformed into an
exchangeable commodity. The act of exchange is so essential to
human life that this process of commodification is absolutely
necessary.

A gift is given voluntarily. Unlike a commodity, a gift denies
the giver’s ulterior motive of self-preservation. The act of gift
giving is altruistic without expecting any return, which is com-
pletely different from the act of exchange. No market exists for
gifts. The gift is given with no particular reason, which resem-
bles the relationship between humans and the sun. If our life
is given by grace of God, humans are basically passive, always
waiting to be given to, just like we await the sunshine. The gift
forms an asymmetrical relationship between giver and recipi-
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LIFE IS A GIFT

ent, making the latter a passive entity. The illusion that the mar-
ket hosts exchange or transaction between equal partners does
not exist here from the very beginning. The recipients have no
other option but to be passive.

Or does the slogan “Life is a Gift” suggest that exchanging
heartfelt gifts is the most important thing in human life? A vid-
eo clip displayed on a huge monitor in an Isetan store window
showed people from different areas singing Letkajenkka and
dancing an “extremely happy Jenkka dance” The joy of con-
nection and its significance was the theme of this clip, and it
emphasized the importance of interpersonal relationships based
on gratitude, goodwill and love. This attitude is contrary to the
altruistic nature of gifts; it merely reflects gift-givers’ desire to be
approved of by others.

The need for approval demands recognition and respect from
other people; it expects affirmation from the group one belongs
to. To be grateful to each other is a form of mutual recognition,
which is different from the altruistic relationship found between
gift-givers and recipients. Feelings that motivate gift giving, i.e.,
gratitude, goodwill, and love, desire approval from others and
lapse into becoming instead an exchange of commodities.

The sun is not likely to shine above us out of its desire for
approval, nor does it do so out of gratitude, goodwill, or love.
I suspect what prompts the sun is sheer altruism without any
concern about the consequences. The sun is basically indiffer-
ent toward people or things it reflects light upon. It just keeps
shining and does not care at all about the consequences it may
bring; it does not take heed of droughts it has caused, either. The
fierce, indifferent altruism of the sun even ignores the balance of
the environment. Nuclear power plants, invented to artificially
create a sun, commodify the altruistic energy of the sun. The
sun becomes something exchangeable. When the sun is com-
modified, its excessive, intense energy cannot be contained. Nu-
clear power plants were made on the assumption that the sun’s
destructive energy is controllable. It might have been an attempt
to challenge the overwhelming power of the altruistic sun —in
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BETA EXERCISE

other words, the gift—and to overturn the passive, powerless
condition of human beings.

Daily exchange with others is indispensable for us. Relation-
ships with others determine our identity; likewise, interaction
with others during exchange plays an essential role in our lives.
Did Isetan’s slogan understand the significance of exchange
for us and compare it to unexpected gifts given by others? Ex-
change that functions as mutual help encourages us to live in
reciprocal gift-giving relationships on a daily basis. But does
this conceal a violent desire for approval and expectation of
gratitude and love to be expressed all the time? Altruistic ap-
proval from others, approval given to others without expecting
anything, exists nowhere.

Exchange is indispensable for maintaining human life. Un-
like animals, human beings can only live within a network of
exchange; they have to commodify everything to maintain their
life. Exchange does not mean to hoard acquired wealth; that
would eventually exhaust the wealth of both sides as in the pot-
latch of Native Americans. The concentration of wealth is a pa-
thology of modern society; a surplus accumulates in the hands
of a few, specific capitalists, and will never be used up or given
to others as gifts. The act of exchange challenges this individual
concentration of wealth by re-distributing the surplus, just as in
case of the potlatch.

In the potlatch, the chiefs of indigenous communities com-
pete with each other according to the amount of gifts they ex-
change. “When a chief cannot return the equivalent or greater
goods than the gift he has received, or when he cannot give away
an equivalent or greater gift to fellow members of the commu-
nity, or when he cannot destroy possessions that have equiva-
lent or higher value, he loses face in the potlatch: ‘he becomes
subordinate to his competitor, his power diminishes and has to
tolerate being in an inferior position. Therefore, the chiefs strive
to compete with each other in gift giving. This competition be-
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LIFE IS A GIFT

came so fervent that the Canadian government banned it from
1884 t0 1951.7%

The cruelty of the potlatch exchange system shares some-
thing in common with the notion of gifts conceived by Isetan:
people have to keep giving to others equivalent or better gifts
as an expression of gratitude and love. The promotion video
“Life is a Gift,” which shows an image of presents wrapped up
with ribbons in an endless line, overflowing into the universe,
seems to demand that we keep buying things for gift giving. The
slogan may imply the potlatch-like cruelty inherent in gift ex-
change? Or its catchy phrase probably conceals a violent desire
for mutual approval, accompanying gift exchange practices in
capitalist society?

Isetan’s slogan fails to conceal the cruelty and violence hid-
den in the act of exchange. The highest level of gratitude and
love is self-renunciation. As the expression “Love your neigh-
bour as yourself” says, the renunciation of self is the ultimate
expression of gratitude and love. However, where can we find
self-renunciation in Isetan’s notion of gifts? Gift giving is a de-
mand for the subordination of others; it cannot fully hide the
gift-givers’ cruel, violent desire to control and dominate others
even under the guise of Christmas gift exchange —a token of
gratitude and love. We can say people are taking part in a milder
form of the potlatch, which will never result in killing, nor does
it destroy the hierarchy that exists in family or love relationships
in bourgeois society.

A relationship involving exchange, whose initial purpose is
to express gratitude and love, often conceals a struggle for su-
premacy. The practice of gift giving in bourgeois society hides
the intention to dominate others by offering more gifts. When
the recipients disapprove of this intention, “a milder form of the
potlatch that does not destroy the hierarchy” is dispensed with
and a violent desire to exterminate others emerges. The purpose
of war is to impose one’s principle upon the other, bring them

*  Shigeru Hashimoto, Kotowaza to kakugen no shakaigaku [Sociology of
Proverbs and Maxims], http://wwwsb.biglobe.ne.jp/~geru/pageo18.html.
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to surrender and make a profit out of it, but once it becomes ap-
parent that the enemy will not surrender, the initial purpose is
easily forgotten and the agenda now becomes the extermination
of the enemy. When the gift givers strategy to initiate a bigger
return fails, profit is no longer the issue and exterminating the
other becomes the new goal. Isetan’s slogan “Life is a Gift” con-
ceals this kind of unconscious, violent desire.
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