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Abstract
The common saying, “it is better to give than to receive”, is so widespread that its truth is often merely assumed. But can this ethical maxim withstand a careful philosophical analysis? The relevant concepts (“giving”, “receiving”, and “better”) can be interpreted in too many ways to discuss thoroughly in a single essay. Instead, this essay classifies the various ways of interpreting the distinction between giving and receiving, then explores in depth one of the options, based on a pivotal distinction between active and passive types of both giving and receiving. I defend the controversial claim that there is at least one important sense (arguably the most important, for ethical purposes) in which it is not better to give than receive, but that in this sense precisely the opposite holds true. Indeed, the survival of the human race may depend on our willingness to receive.
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“… remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he said, 
It is more blessed to give than to receive.” 
– Acts 20:35b (King James Version)


The biblical maxim, that it is better to give than to receive (Acts 20:35b), is often regarded as an important principle (if not the core truth) of Christian ethics. So widespread is the belief in the universal validity of this principle that it is virtually taken for granted by most modern people, especially those whose ethical worldview is informed by one of the major world religions. Many regard it as expressing the essential nature of “charity”, or Christian love. But will a careful analysis of the relevant concepts justify such blind assent to a one-sided understanding of this ethical principle? Surely not. For as we shall see, the question expressed in the title can be interpreted in a variety of different ways. While exploring them all would be beyond the scope of a single journal article, my purpose here will be to propose a taxonomy of ways of interpreting what this question is actually asking, then to explore how one of its most plausible interpretations yields a rather unexpected result. I shall argue, in short, that according to what is arguably the most substantial, ethically-relevant way of interpreting this question, it is not better to give than receive, but that precisely the opposite holds true.
First, let us deal with a few preliminary concerns. Giving and receiving are, obviously, reciprocal concepts. We cannot give if nobody is present to receive, nor can we receive if nobody will give. We must keep this necessary reciprocity in mind as the background of the whole discussion, as we will return to it near the end of our analysis. Yet we cannot allow such reciprocity to blind us to the fact that it is possible to discuss the two concepts independently.
	Next, in order to assess a clear answer to our question, we must define the main terms, especially “giving”, “receiving”, and “better”. In clarifying the first two terms, a further distinction will then arise, between active and passive forms of giving or receiving.
As a preliminary, stipulative definition of the first two terms, I propose the following: genuine giving means to offer something that one possesses or controls to another person, without the expectation of any response, while genuine receiving means to accept a gift from another person without feeling an obligation to offer something equivalent back to that person in return. These initial definitions might seem at first sight to be paradoxical or even outright contradictory, in light of the necessarily reciprocal nature of giving and receiving; but they are not. For, even though someone must receive my gift in order for me to be able to say that I have successfully given it, I need not expect the recipient to adopt the role of giver by returning the favor to me. Quite to the contrary, if I give in order to receive something in return, then the whole exchange is merely a “deal”, as in contractual business arrangements; it is not giving (or receiving) at all, in the special (and ethically relevant) sense I have defined, but a merely economic “exchange”. The logic and ethics of exchange is an interesting subject in its own right, but it is not the topic of this essay. For the word “better” implies that we are asking about situations where the giving and the receiving are not entirely reciprocal, but one side is weighted more heavily than the other. Only in such cases does the act of giving or receiving have an essentially ethical import.
Herein lies one of the fundamental problems with giving and receiving that will come into play once we isolate the precise way of interpreting our question to be examined here: genuine giving can cause a person to feel obligated to give something in return, even if I as giver do my very best not to impose such an expectation onto the recipient. Likewise, genuine receiving can cause a giver to feel bad for not getting anything in return, even though—and I take the following to be self-evident—giving with an expectation of return is morally inferior to giving without any such expectation. What this suggests is that, for both (genuine) giving and (genuine) receiving, we must separate the issue of how the other person responds to the situation from the issue of which act (the giving or the receiving) is, in itself, better. And this requires a deeper consideration of this third term, with its distinctively evaluative element.
What exactly do we mean by “better”, when we ask whether it is better to give than to receive? A wide spectrum of possible meanings could be read into this term. It could, for example, refer to the overall economic situation of humankind: does giving or receiving contribute more to a society’s economic prosperity? Here the strict capitalist might argue for receiving, while the strict socialist might argue for giving; but in either case, this economic way of reading the question largely takes the decision-making out of the individual’s hands (e.g., by imposing taxation laws that are designed to redistribute the wealth), and this fact suggests that the economic reading of this question is less relevant to our ethical concerns in this essay. In any case, as the socialist-capitalist debate has raged for over two centuries, it is unlikely to go away any time soon. Nevertheless, a clear understanding of the dynamics of giving and receiving as such may shed some instructive light on this long-standing problem.
Another way of reading the word “better” in this question is to take it as a reference to the happiness of the person doing the giving or receiving. In other words, the question could mean: will it make a person happier to give, or happier to receive? Of course, taken in this way, the question is too non-specific to be given a univocal answer. On the whole, most people would agree that giving makes a person happier than receiving—as any parent will attest after watching their child opening a birthday present. But perhaps this relates to different types of happiness. The happiness of the receiver might be called “raw” or immediate happiness, while the happiness of the giver is a more self-reflective and longer-term happiness, generated by the prospect of having made someone else happy; the latter type of happiness is deeper and more fulfilling than the happiness of receiving something you want as a free gift. Taken in this light, our question would be about which type of happiness is superior, and most reflective adults would agree that the deeply satisfying happiness of making another person happy is of greater value than the transitory happiness one experiences after receiving a free gift. The answer to our question if taken in this sense, therefore, would be that giving is indeed better than receiving, just as the biblical maxim claims. It is better because giving enables the giver to be happy that another person is happy, while receiving only enables the receiver to be happy in the self-centered sense of being pleased at one’s own good fortune. In comparison to the former, the latter is fleeting; hence the happiness of giving is “better”.
But what if the word “better” in our question is taken in its specifically moral sense, to mean: which is more morally praiseworthy, giving or receiving? It is here, I believe, that a careful look at this question will yield a rather surprising result. Before looking at that result, however, let us make one further distinction, between active and passive forms of both giving and receiving.
Active giving means taking the initiative to seek out a needy person and/or to offer a good (i.e., something that will benefit the recipient) in a situation that was not anticipated by the receiver, and then actually offering the appropriate gift that will genuinely help the other. Passive giving, by contrast, is a response to a request. Giving to a beggar on the street, or in response to a fund-raising campaign, is passive in the sense that the giver would probably not have considered giving the gift, had the needy person or group not taken the initiative by asking for it. In active giving, the giver rather than the recipient is the initiator: I give, as it were, by surprise, where no expectation of receiving anything from me was previously held on the part of the person(s) receiving the gift.
Similarly, active receiving means accepting a gift as an act of will, perhaps even against one’s inclinations—i.e., even though one had no prior expectation of receiving the gift and in some cases would even prefer not to have received it. Passive receiving, on the contrary, can refer either to accepting in stride a gift that was fully expected (e.g., an anniversary gift from one’s spouse, given in conformity with the couple’s standard practice on such special days) or to accepting a gift without actually “digesting” it, so to speak—i.e., without doing anything with it, without “making it one’s own”, as it were. (The latter case, however, could also be described as not actually receiving the gift at all.) One actively receives a gift when one wholeheartedly welcomes it as one’s own, and genuinely appreciates it, even though prior to the event one would not have expected the gift to be given nor even, perhaps, would one have wanted to receive it.
	Two examples should effectively illustrate this key distinction between active and passive giving and receiving. First, consider a situation where your older sibling is suffering from radical kidney failure and asks you whether or not you would be willing to help out in this time of need, by donating one kidney to the good cause of his or her long-term health. Assume here, of course, that your blood types match and that you are a healthy person with two good kidneys. (Healthy adults can survive with only one good kidney; but a person with two failing kidneys must depend on frequent use of a dialysis machine or else risk imminent death.) If you were faced with such a scenario and agreed to help, then (regardless of whether you felt reluctant or eager to help) your act would be an example of passive giving.
Second, consider a situation where you and any other wage earners in your family have lost your jobs and virtually all of your savings, so that your family is suddenly faced with a situation where you can barely afford to eat. Perhaps this has been caused by a sudden natural disaster or any other unexpected turn of events that leaves you and those who live with you in your household in a situation of financial ruin, but has left at least some of your neighbors untouched. Now imagine that one morning, just when this situation is reaching a crisis point, you open the front door of your home to go out in search of a job and you see on the doorstep three large bags. Bending down and opening them up, one by one, you are surprised to find in these mystery-bags enough food to feed your hungry family for the next week! In the third bag, you find an unsigned note that says: “We thought you might find these items useful during this difficult week.” This gesture of unsolicited kindness, made with no expectation or even possibility of return, would be a good example of what I am calling active giving.
In the first example, your sibling would be a passive recipient, having asked the question with the expectation (or at least, the sincere hope) that you would offer the life-saving gift. However, had you willingly volunteered to donate your kidney before your sibling had dared to ask you such a daunting question, and especially if your sibling had never even hinted that he or she would be willing to accept such an offer were you to make it (perhaps because your sibling was concerned about how he or she could ever repay you), then the decision to accept the gift anyway would be a case of active receiving. Likewise in the second example, if your family’s financial crises was actually not as bad as many of your neighbors thought it was, and if the note you found in the third bag was signed with the name of a friend whom you recognized as having the need to give such a gift, then your decision to take the groceries anyway (instead of returning them with an honest “thanks for the kind gesture, but I really don’t need this!”, as you would feel like doing) would also be an expression of active receiving. If, on the other hand, the note was from a friend whom you had assisted on countless past occasions, and if the friend’s note explained that, although your situation is not dire, he or she thought that your recent spate of bad luck provided an appropriate opportunity for him or her to reciprocate your many past favors, then your decision to accept the gift (perhaps with an awareness that this act did, indeed, balance the scales, so to speak) would express passive receiving.
With this pivotal, active-passive distinction in mind, we are now in a position to clarify the specifically ethical sense that can be given to the question at hand. My point, in asking whether it is really better to give than to receive, has been to consider whether giving or receiving is morally superior. Which is ethically better: being an active giver, holding out no expectation of return in a situation where you are reasonably confident that the recipient will be an active receiver, not expecting the gift? Or being an active receiver, who accepts an unexpected (and perhaps unwanted) gift with open and grateful hands in a situation where you have done nothing to coerce or otherwise motivate the giver to give you the gift, but are aware that the gift is an expression of the giver’s desire to be an active giver? Even on this refined version of the question, most people’s initial, “intuitive” response would probably be to say: giving is still better than receiving! However, like many initial responses, this culturally-ingrained answer cannot stand up to rational scrutiny.
For as noted above, the active giver will almost inevitably (if not always) derive a deep sense of goodness or well-being from the act of giving. That is, givers tend to feel they have done what they ought to have done: a “good deed” has taken place, in a genuinely meaningful sense of that term, and a good person has emerged in the process. The latter may not be as true if the active giver has given the gift publically and for all to see, in order to be seen to be a giver. But ultimately, that is beside the point. Even (or, arguably, especially) in a situation when the giver has given the gift anonymously, the (honest, self-reflective) giver will admit that he or she comes away with a sense of self-congratulations: “I have done my good deed for the day!” Indeed, this feeling may well be morally justified. So nothing in the present argument is meant to detract from the goodness of the benefactor’s good deed.
Consider, however, the situation of the genuine active receiver. Unlike the giver, the active receiver is likely to be put in a position of relative dis-ease by the prospect of receiving the gift. Remember, the premise of this relatively narrow way of considering the question is that the gift was not expected (and in some cases not even needed, as in the second version of the second example). Under such circumstances, the natural human instinct (arising directly out of the reciprocal nature of giving and receiving, with its tendency to make us feel guilty for receiving a one-sided gift) is to feel resistance to the idea of active receiving: it may come across as a challenge to one’s pride, or upset a delicate social balance by making the receiver feel indebted to the giver, as if receiving the gift puts one under an obligation to give something in return. Even if the giver explicitly assures the receiver that there is no need for a reciprocal gift in this instance, the fact remains that under normal circumstances a person tends to feel apprehensive about receiving an unexpected gift.
This leads us to the crucial step in properly understanding whether giving or receiving, in the pure or refined sense outlined above, is “better”. Clearly, if one experiences pleasant feelings as a direct result of an action one undertakes or a choice one makes, then as both Kant and Jesus taught, one has already received one’s reward in full;[endnoteRef:1] one has acted in a manner that was in some sense self-rewarding, whether or not one was explicitly motivated by such a reason. By no means do I intend to imply that such an action (or the motive behind it) is immoral; it may well be good. However, if one acts or makes a choice in spite of a reluctance or concern over possible negative implications for oneself, and if one’s act or choice is known to be something that will benefit the other person, then one’s action or choice is more praiseworthy, from the standpoint of almost any ethical system. One has done the right thing even though one had to experience some degree of unpleasantness in order to do so. As we have seen, the giver typically experiences more happiness (or at least, a “better” kind of happiness) than the receiver, so the ironic implication of this fact is that, from the standpoint of the comparative moral value of giving and receiving, receiving is better than giving.[endnoteRef:2] [1:  As Jesus puts it in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 6:1-4): “Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, so that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” A similar principle lies at the heart of Kant’s moral theory. For a detailed discussion of the parallels, see my article, “Four Perspectives on Moral Judgement: The Rational Principles of Jesus and Kant”, The Heythrop Journal 32:2 (April 1991), pp.216-232.]  [2:  For a further development of this argument in the rather different context of political theology, see my book, Biblical Theocracy: A vision of the biblical foundations for a Christian political theology (Hong Kong: Philopsychy Press, 1993), especially pp.110-116.] 

Receiving is also more important than (or at least “prior to”) giving in another sense, one that we might call “evolutionary”. The newborn infant must receive, otherwise it will die. While it is true that infants (at least after they begin to grow and accustom themselves to the world outside the womb) can be said to give back “love” to their mothers, this is more of a metaphor than a real act or intention on the part of the baby. Newborns are helpless and would die if they did not receive from their early caregivers. Indeed, one of the tell-tale signs of an unhealthy infant is that it is not willing to suck, eat, or receive other forms of nourishment (sometimes including comfort) from its parents. The plain fact is that the human race would not be able to propagate itself, and would therefore quickly die out, if it were not for the fact that in our formative years we receive a great deal before we can even begin to give back, and that a child who willingly receives is better off than one who does not.
Giving, then, is a response to prior receiving. As illustrated, for example, by Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, receiving is the very basis for learning to give. And giving, in turn (as we ascend Maslow’s triangular hierarchy, toward the peak of self-actualization), is an act that is performed more for the benefit of the giver, the further up the hierarchy we travel. That is, the self-actualized person gives not out of pity or a sense of obligation, feeling guilty if one does not give, but rather out of a deep awareness that it is good for me if I give! As we have seen, the cycle of giving and receiving is vital to the survival of the species. So, if “better” means “placed higher up on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs”, then the biblical maxim is correct: giving is better. But it is better only because giving at that stage in a person’s development is a complete and (paradoxically) self-oriented fulfillment of one’s being. 
Let me conclude these reflections on the complex relationship between giving and receiving by pointing out the flip side of the latter observation. Given the fact of the self-oriented and self-fulfilling orientation of healthy giving, it should now seem self-evident (though still no less surprising) that if my refusal to receive prevents you from expressing your self-actualization through the giving of a gift, then by refusing to receive, I have done you a profound disservice—indeed, the harm I do to you is worse than the harm done by a person who really ought to give you something but refrains from doing so, even though giving you the gift would enhance his or her own self-actualization.[endnoteRef:3] And this once again indicates that, in at least some (and arguably, the most morally significant) situations, it is actually better to receive than to give.[endnoteRef:4] [3:  Romans 12:10 admonishes: “Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves.” Ironically, this principle can backfire; those who follow it can appear to be competing in a contest to see who can be the most generous giver, thus becoming reluctant to receive gifts themselves. This can easily result in a person feeling guilty for having received more than he or she has given. Devoted giving must be balanced by gracious receiving, or else the whole process becomes untenable.]  [4:  This paper was initially presented at the September 2010 meeting of the Fringe Branch of the Hong Kong Philosophy Café. A significantly revised version was then presented at the International Conference on Ethics and Religions, sponsored by the Isra International Foundation for Revealed Knowledge and held in Qom, Iran, on 27-28 February 2013. I would like to thank the participants both events for their helpful criticisms, insights, and general feedback during our discussions of this topic.] 
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