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Cecilia Diego writes, “Gifting in education is impossible.” I would like, if I may,
begin by looking at this word “gifting.” According to the Oxford English Dictionary,
“gift” as a verb has been used since the seventeenth century. Like the noun “gift,”
it comes from the Old English asgift, which meant “payment for a wife,” or in the
plural form, “wedding,” with its implication of dowries. In Middle Dutch and Old
High German, the word had the same meaning associated with monetary value. In
the History of France, we find the following sentence: “Parents were prohibited
from selling, gifting, or pledging their children (rather shocking, as it implies that
they did, but it is still happening in some countries). Then, “gift” as a verb fell into
disuse until 1924, when the United States Congress introduced a “gift tax.” Repealed
in 1926, it was revised, updated, and, in 1932, was reinstated. This tax was levied
by the Internal Revenue Service “on the transfer of property by one individual to
another while receiving nothing, or less than full value, in return.”* Note that this
“gift tax” was “receiving nothing ... in return.” When the tax code changed, from
the “gift tax” came the expression “gifting money.” Mostly confined to the context
of taxes, a 1995 episode of Seinfeld brought it again to attention, when the words
“re-gift,” “de-gift”, and “re-gifter” were repeatedly used, following the passing off of
an unwanted gift (a label-maker).’ By 2009, the word had gained enough traction for
Ellen DeGeneres to center one of her monologues on “gifting,” and “re-gifting gifts.”

So far, what characterizes “gifting” from the origin of the word “gift” and its
association with “payment” and “dowry” through “gift tax” and from the notion of
“re-gifting” is its reference to money in one form or another. What, you may ask,
does this have to do with education, or with philosophy of education, or with phi-
losophy? Bear with me, and we will come to Derrida and his concept of the gift as
characterized by an-economy.

Before we come to Derrida though, I would like to bring to your attention the
fact that, more recently, the term “gifting” has met with tremendous success in the
fields of advertising and marketing, flourishing as the epitome of materialism and
consumption. Add to this its proliferation in the corporate world with “corporate
gifting” and “extreme gifting.””

In Given Time, Derrida wrote, “Now the gift ... would no doubt be related to
economy ... even to money economy.”® But then, a sentence later, he asked, “But is
not the gift ... also that which interrupts economy?,” that is, in terms of Derrida’s
understanding of the gift, clearly explained by Diego in her account of the four
characteristics of the gift: it must be impossible; it must be forgotten; it must be
aneconomic; it must be limitless. Diego reminds us that Caputo called these traits
“the aporias of the gift.””

So if we are talking about the gift of education, faced with these insoluble apo-
rias, what is the likelihood of being able to deliver education as Diego describes it
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in her distinction between school and schooling? Diego tells us that, in this case,
we need “impossible teaching.”

In this resposnse, I draw on Derrida’s texts to discuss “the possibility of the
impossible.” Derrida has extensively analyzed double injunctions, contradictions,
aporias, and ambiguities, and his writings can help us understand the paradox of
the gift Diego discusses in her essay. In The Other Heading, Derrida wrote about “a
certain experience and experiment of the possibility of the impossible: the testing of
the aporia from which one may invent the only possible invention, the impossible
invention.” He linked this concept — this condition of possibility being dependent
on the simultaneous necessity of a condition of impossibility — to a notion of mes-
sianism, to the experience of the promise. It is by opening a space for the affirmation
of this promise, of the “messianic and emancipatory promise as promise,”'* of the
impossible event as a promise, that it will preserve its capital of possibilities, of
dynamic ideal-in-the-making, to come.

The possibility, the eventuality of this promise of education, is absolutely de-
pendent on its preserving within itself hope, but a hope, a promise, which can never
be expected, anticipated, or identified as such. Because, like the gift, the moment it
is identified as such, it loses its very possibility of being a promise. Derrida wrote,
“If one could count on what is coming, hope would be but the calculation of a
program.”!! The following words written by Derrida about democracy can aptly be
applied to the promise of education, which cannot be a promise unless it “always
keeps within ... this absolutely undetermined messianic hope at its heart, this es-
chatological relation to the to-come of an event and of a singularity, of an alterity
that cannot be anticipated,”'* which must not be anticipated lest it would simply not
be. For Derrida, the messianic and the promise were inseparable. In the sense that
this hope is not utopian and that it has to do with “the coming of an eminently real,
concrete event,”" it is tightly linked to the promise and to the concept of to-come.

Derrida saw the “messianic structure,” what he calls “messianicity,”'* as having
everything to do with faith. For him, the concepts of to-come and the promise were
closely tied to the pledge, to commitment, and in his texts (especially those having
to do with “the unconditional university”'?), he repeatedly utilized those terms, along
with “a pledge,” “a commitment,” “a promise,” “an act of faith,” “a declaration of
faith,” “a profession of faith” and “act of sworn faith.”'¢ Derrida explained how this
kind of faith could not be further from utopia and utopic thinking. On the contrary,
if met with responsibility, it is a faith which calls for action, which strives toward a
possible future which, because it is always in-the-making, a venir,remains a dynamic
expectation and a promise of something to come.
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This tension between education today and the faith in a better education consti-
tute the force behind a thinking which “calls for the coming of an event, i.e., calls
precisely for that which ‘changes,””!” that which helps shape an educational world
where school — school as opposed to schooling in Diego’s frame — would be reified.
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