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Charles McCabe

How to Spot a Gift
/^\NE THING is for sure, if you feci a deep sense
Y* of obligation, sometimes called gratitudechances are you haven't been given a damned thing!
Chances are, you have been emotionally defrauded.' This mat ter of giving, which I've alluded to be-
lore, lsjmmensely important and immensely mis-

s taken. The dictionary is unhelpful here. A eif t is' something given, but
the definitions of give
are' v. slippery.

A good definition of
giving was given in
Joyce's play "Exiles."
"If you give a thing,"
Joyce said, "it is yours
forever."

It has long been my
contention thai, more
people are killed by
kindness than by bul
lets. This lethal process
begins very early in life, when the recipient of these
attentions cannot do anything about them.

The old lady clucks the blond child. She makes
over him, as the saying goes. All of this says, on the
surface^ I love you, you beautiful and worthy little

y\ °y* m.tne even more ghastly phrase, "Hoveyou to death."
"DUT OFTEN the real message behind all this, as
••*-' more than one perceptive psychologist has as
certained, is: "You smile and laugh at me when I
™c iT* !!P;uy0UJittle baslard* so l can convincemyself and the other people in the room that I am a

; pretty okay character."
A Berkeley clinical psychologist who is inter

ested m this matter of giving, Dr. Abraham Levit
sky, reports out of his personal and clinical experi-
ence:

... o» 1 nucn of our relations with each other
s poisoned by fear, anxiety and the melancholy ef- '■■
lort to win each other's approval that genuine in-
slances of loving and unselfish giving are less com
mon than we would tliink." .■ . .
■A lot of recluses and misanthropes have been\

created by "love" that is merely a form of emotion
al extortion to keep a child in childhood forever
cute and sweet, an eternal assurance of the charm
and adequacy of the adults around him, or her.

* " * k * M ' ' ' - ' - * ' - ' ^ . v r > : - - ^ r » ^ u ' . . ' :
T EVITSKY touches on .the indeed important idea'fe'
■*-* that an excessive demand for emotional re- »
sponse can be prof oundly upsetting to the biological *
human need for equilibrium., ,-j:■ ..•-!;• s.;:.;v/^ ~~ ■■

"If the social structure arid social relations
have constantly called for an uncomfortably high
and uncomfortably frequent level, of emotional re.
sponse, then the social world and everything in ii

j will come to be perceived as a burden aruila.nui- [
' The feeling of permanent indebtedness, which

many of us have as a result of being over-fondled in -' ■
our childhood by people who didn't really love us. is
kinSrLCn,0f/eep *2£" This is ̂ lt of toewSst,: kind, giult for something we did, not do ourselves *
since we were incapable of volitional action which .
would involve conscious guilt. We are guilty about
n o t b e m g g r a t e f u l . ■ . , * * ■ ,

T HAD this kind of childhood, with the result that I
x actuahy resent many kindnesses, even when mv ■.
coherent mature self tells me that they were not.given with any mental or emotional reservation.

I have a quirky passionate resistance to writing
;>ank-you letters, especially when the hipffif' \

lie 3 been exceptionally congenial. There is still that '.
merad cable thing, out of my childhood, wWchXSs ■'

S r a ^ ^ r " 6 ^ '■ 1

v~ ^» a pe"'el*e res"'t of this kind of 'upbringine

w h i c h 1 j S ? ^ ? " * * W n d o f - « * - ™ ■

People, as a fact, often give you something"fm. .*"
noUunis, though not Searly so^cn £XSJo°u
S hZi01' !?"!?*» Not «• b° able to ditto" 'guiih bet.\won the first and the secondka f<3».
um™?T fry*"»test*«s?32ita£a? ;
vouh»v» ll*? gTatfnI for a kindness. chanc^i>ou nave been truly done one. *«>*c
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