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I. Game Theory and the Humanities  

The task of theoretical economics is to model economic (or political, or social) situations and 

discuss them by applying well-chosen solution concepts. These situations might well be those 

from “literature”. For example, Brams (1983) applies non-cooperative game theory to stories 

from the Old Testament. Chwe (2014) sees Jane Austen as an early game theorists who ana-

lyzes young people’s moves in the wedding arena.1  

A major opus in this line of research is Brams (2011) who discusses diverse topics in the field 

of “Game Theory and the Humanities”. Apart from biblical stories, the author deals with Pas-

cal’s wager, theatrical plays like Hamlet, and others. Brams applies a “new” game-theoretical 

solution concept called theory of moves.  

In contrast, this articles applies standard game-theoretic models stemming from both coopera-

tive and non-cooperative game theory. The field of application is gifting, in particular “Brah-

manical theories of the gift”. Gifting is an interesting phenomenon not only for “historians, 

sociologists, political scientists, anthropologists, art historians, ethno-musicologists, psycholo-

gists”2, but certainly also from the economic point of view, both with respect to method and 

with respect to substantial issues. The aim of this article is twofold. On the one hand, its pur-

pose is to analyze Old and Middle Indian sources on dāna (giving, gift) from a theoretical 

perspective. On the other hand, the Old and Middle Indian texts guide the theoretical ques-

tions and provide vital input on how to structure the models proposed.  

Following one of the two editors of the “Handbook of the Economics of Giving, Altruism and 

Reciprociety”, I think that “the general concepts and methods of economic analysis can be 

very helpful for the study of altruism, giving, and reciprocity, provided that the relevant mo-

tives, sentiments, and types of relations are adequately considered.”3 Thus, the main idea of 

this article is to present and analyze premodern Indian theories of giving and gifting from the 

point of view of modern economics.  

                                           
1 See the review by Lotzen and Wiese (2013).  
2 This list is from the series editors’ foreword in Heim (2004, p. xi) with the addition “and others”.  
3 Kolm (2006, p. 5)  
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II. The four classes 

Worthy recipients are central to the Brahmanical theories of the gift. Very famous is the 

puruṣa hymn from the Ṛgveda (second half of second millennium BCE): 

When they apportioned the Man, into how many parts did they arrange him?  

What was his mouth? What his two arms? What are said to be his two thighs, his two 

feet? 

The brahmin was his mouth. The ruler was made his two arms. As to his thighs—that 

is what the freeman was. From his two feet the servant was born.4  

In Sanskrit, these four classes are called brāhmaṇa (Brahmin), rājanya (ruler), vaiśya (free-

man), and śūdra (servant) in the Ṛgveda. Within a passage on creation, the Mānava Dhar-

maśāstra (mid-second century C.E.), echoes the Ṛgveda, but employs the word kṣatriya for 

the second class.5  

The rank order that is hinted at in the Ṛgveda is elaborated in more detail by Manu:  

<1> Among creatures, living beings are the best; among living beings, those who sub-

sist by intelligence6; among those who subsist by intelligence, human beings; and 

among human beings, Brahmins—so the tradition declares. Among Brahmins, the 

learned are the best; among the learned, those who have made the resolve7; among 

those who have made the resolve, the doers; and among the doers, the Vedic sa-

vants. 

In order to get some concrete ideas, how these different classes differ in society, see, for ex-

ample, Āpastamba’s allocation of classes to occupations: 

<2> The occupations specific to a Brahmin are  

<a> studying,  

<b> teaching [the Vedas, HW],  

<c> sacrificing,  

<d> officiating at sacrifices,  

<e> giving gifts,  

                                           
4 ṚgV 10.90.11-12  
5 MDh 1.31  
6 According to McClish (2009, p. 242), “higher animals, such as dogs and jackals, who know to take shelter 

when it rains and to go after food and water” are meant.  
7 See McClish (2009, p. 242).  
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<f>      receiving gifts,  

<g> inheriting, and gleaning, as well as  

<h> appropriating things that do not belong to anybody.  

The occupations specific to a Kṣatriya are the same, with the exception of  

<i>      teaching,  

<j>      officiating at sacrifices, and  

<k> receiving gifts, and the addition of  

<l>      meting out punishment and warfare.  

The occupations specific to a Vaiśya are the same as those of a Kṣatriya, with the 

exception of  

<m> meting out punishment and warfare, and the addition of  

<n> agriculture, cattle herding, and trade.  

The kinds of wealth that different classes can acquire according to Nārada is (somewhat) in 

line with these occupations:  

<3> There are three kinds of wealth particular to a brāhmaṇa: that which is obtained by 

acceptance of gifts, from sacrificers, and from students. There are three kinds of 

wealth particular to a kṣatriya: that acquired in wars, royal revenues, and fines from 

court cases. There are three kinds of wealth particular to a vaiṣya: agriculture, ani-

mal husbandry, and commerce. A śūdra’s wealth comes from whatever the three 

higher classes are willing to give him.  

III. Selected dāna verses 

In this chapter, I assemble various quotes on gifting from Old Indian and Middle Indian 

sources. In the chapters to follow, I will try to make economic sense of the following quota-

tions. If you like, you may read these and then pause for a while. Perhaps you find other or 

better models.  

A. Definition 

In Indian contexts, dāna may stand for “giving” or for “gifting”. In the dharmadāna literature, 

the second meaning is prevalent. For indologists, the importance of dharmadāna is obvious. 

According to Devala,  



 5 

<4> The bestowing of wealth upon a prescribed recipient with a spirit of generosity is 

designated as “gifting”. 

Thus, gifting is a subcategory of giving. I propose to understand “gifting” as that particular 

manner of giving that occurs without the receiver’s legal obligation to reciprocate. Consider 

also 

<5> A person who gives something unlawfully acquired—although it be the entire 

earth—without a spirit of generosity to an unworthy recipient obtains no prosper-

ity. In contrast, someone who gives just a handful of vegetables, offered with a 

spirit of generosity and in accordance with his means, to a great and worthy recipi-

ent obtains all success.  

Giving gifts is high on Old India’s moral agenda. For example, the law text ascribed to 

Yājñavalkya stipulates:  

<6> Abstention from injuring, truthfulness, refraining from theft, purification, restrai-

ning the organs, self-control, forbearance, honesty, and giving gifts—these are the 

means of fulfilling dharma for everybody. 

B. Overview 

Indian dharmaśāstras structure (dutyful) giving in different manners. They are not always to-

tally transparent. For the purpose of this paper, I concentrate on causes (hetu) and bases (ad-

hiṣṭhāna) of giving, the components of giving, on things that should be given (deya) or should 

not be given (adeya), on proper recipients (pātra) and improper recipients (apātra), on the 

merit (puṇya) earned by gifting. Finally, I assemble some quotations used in the chapters to 

follow.  

C. The first cause: śraddhā  

With respect to the two causes, consider  

<7> Whether small or large, the size of a gift does not bring about its benefits, but ra-

ther the spirit of generosity and the means available to the donor associated with a 

gift—indeed, only these two things cause prosperity or ruin. 

In this translation, śraddhā is understood as “spirit of generosity”. However, this is but one of 

two possible meanings. According to Brick (2015, pp. 54–58), the basic meaning is “faith” or 

“conviction about the certainty of rewards”. This translation of “faith” is supported by 
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Hemādri’s gloss āstikyabuddhi8 and the translation “conviction about the certainty of re-

wards” by Madanasiṃha’s gloss phalāvaśyambhāvaniścaya.  

Summarizing Köhler (1973), Brick (2015, pp. 56–57) explains the semantic shift from “con-

viction about the certainty of rewards” to “spirit of generosity” as follows: “[Ś]raddhā initially 

denotes trust, confidence, or even faith in general, but early on comes to denote specifically 

trust or faith in the efficacy of prescribed ritual acts—the first meaning of the term in the dāna-

nibandhas. Significantly, a person would express this specific form of trust through munificent 

gifts to priests and other persons. Thus, śraddhā soon begins to refer to a spirit of generosity or 

‘joy in gifting’ (Spendefreudigkeit)—the word’s second meaning in the dāna literature. These 

two significations of the term, therefore, have the relationship of cause and effect, for trust in 

the efficacy of prescribed ritual acts results in a spirit of generosity. As a consequence, it is 

often difficult to discern in which of these two meanings the term is being used. Perhaps, in 

many cases śraddhā has both meanings, so that discerning between these two senses of the 

word is fundamentally misguided.”  

Śraddhā in the second sense is explained as follows:  

<8> When there is excessive joy, a happy face, and the like whenever one sees petition-

ers, as well as hospitality and a lack of envy, then there is said to be a spirit of gen-

erosity.9 

Brick (2015, p. 57) comments: “… a recipient would want a donor to be as generous as possi-

ble and not to begrudge him for accepting his offerings. Hence, he would naturally want do-

nors to possess not only trust in the efficacy of their gifts, but also a spirit of generosity.” It 

seems that a quite natural way to look at dāna ideology is to suppose that Brahmins as receiv-

ers try to influence donors in specific manners, beneficial to the Brahmins themselves. This 

question is taken up again in chapter VI.  

D. The second cause: śakti 

Śakti (covered extensively under the heading of deyādeya) refers to the relationship between 

the gift given by a donor and his means:  

                                           
8 Hem: 13, fifth line from bottom  
9 Brick (2015)  
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<9> So long as it does not hurt his family, a man can give away any of his property ex-

cept for his wife and his sons, [but] not the entirety of his wealth if he has descend-

ants, nor anything he has promised to another. 

E. Bases (motivations) of giving 

Second, Devala enumerates six different bases or motivations (adhiṣṭhāna) for giving (see Fi-

gure 1): 

<10> These, they say, are the six bases of gifting: 

<a> When a person gives as a matter of routine obligation to worthy recipients 

independently of any specific purpose, it is called a Gift Based On Duty (dhar-

madāna). 

<b> When a person gives a gift as the occasion presents itself only dependent 

upon some particular purpose and motivated by worldly reward, the call it a 

Gift Based On Worldly Gain. 

<c> When a man gives a gift that is occasioned by women, racing, hunting, or 

playing dice or when he gives a gift to some unworthy individual out of affec-

tion, it is called a Gift Based On Passion.  

<d> If a person as asked for wealth in the middle of an assembly, promises it to 

the petitioners out of shame, and gives it to them, tradition calls that a Gift 

Based On Shame. 

<e> When a person joyfully gives a gift after seeing or hearing pleasant things, 

those who understand the Law (dharma) call that a Gift Based On Joy.  

<f>      When a man gives a gift out of fear to those who wrong him or as a remedy 

for centure, misfortune, or violent men, that is called a Gift Based On Fear.  
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Figure 1: From dharmadāna to harṣadāna 

F. The components of giving 

The six components (dānānām aṅgāni) mentioned by Devala (DK 1.11) are 

these:  

 the giver (dātṛ) 

 the receiver (pratigrahītṛ)  

 the spirit of generosity (śraddhā)  

 the lawful gift (deyaṃ dharmayuk)  

 the right place (deśa), and 

 the right time (kāla)  

G. Worthy recipient (pātra) 

Consider  

<11> Discipline, austerity, self-control, liberality, truthfulness, purity, vedic learning, 

compassion, erudition, intelligence, and religious faith—these are the characteris-

tics of a Brahmin. 

<12> One can know a person’s virtue by living with him, his purity by interacting with 

him, and his wisdom by talking with him. A recipient [pātra, HW] should be tested 

in these three things. 

and  
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<13> One should feed a Brahmin whose mouth is filled with the Veda, even if he’s well-

fed, but not a foodless fool who has fasted for six nights. 

H. Merit (puṇya, phala, abhyudaya) 

The effects of gifts vary widely:  

<14> It is taught that a gift can yield six kinds of effects: negative effects, no effects, re-

duced effects, proportionate effects, increased effects, and imperishable effects. … 

For example, in the context of a graduating student who is expected to present a gift to his 

teacher, we read:  

<15> Moreover a gift becomes greater and greater in accordance with the excellence of 

the recipient. Thus, one should know that when a gift is given to one’s teacher, 

one’s mother, one’s father, and a Vedic savant, each time the resulting merit or sin 

becomes increasingly a hundred-thousand times greater. 

The general rule is this: the better the recipient, the larger the merit:  

<16> A gift to a non-Brahmin yields an equal reward; a gift to one who is a Brahmin in 

name only yields twice that; a gift to one who is learned yields one-hundred-

thousand-times that; and a gift to one who has mastered the Vedas is infinite. 

I. Other relevant quotations 

<17> An owner’s wealth is what he gives and what he eats, for others fool around with 

the wife and wealth of a dead man. 

<18> For what will embodied beings, who reside in such fragile containers, do with 

wealth? The bodies for whose sake they desire wealth are not eternal.  

<19> Why isn’t a morsel—even half a morsel—given to those who ask for it? For when 

will anyone’s wealth ever conform to his desires? 

 

<20> Both he who receives something respectfully offered and he who respectfully gives 

it dwell in heaven, but in the opposite case, the opposite happens. If a man gives 
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gifts to virtuous people out of respect, he obtains wealth after death and reaches 

heaven along with his sons and grandsons. 

<21> Brahmins who are learned, strictly observe religious vows, practice austerities, are 

truthful and self-restrained, engage in meditation, and have conquered their sensory 

organs purify people just by coming into their field of vision, how much more so 

by entering their company! People who give to them and feed them reach the ulti-

mate state. 

<22> Brahmins of this type are capable of saving others: Those who are forbearing and 

disciplined and whose ears are filled with scripture; who have conquered their sen-

sory organs and refrain from killing living beings; and who are householders that 

close their hands when offered gifts. 

<23> Non-reciprocal gifts are like milking a cow whose calf has died and which is con-

sumed with thirst. Worldly matters do not pertain to the law; a giver obtains an un-

seen gift and is not seen enjoying that gift, since he does not return to this world 

and his gift is endless. 

<24> If someone approaches a recipient and gives him a gift or gives a gift that has not 

been asked for, the merit from this gift will never end, though the ocean will. The 

reward of these things is endless: gifts that are kept secret, knowledge without ego-

tism, and austerities that are well-guarded. 

<25> Brahma, after performing ascetic toil, created Brahmans to protect the Veda, to 

bring satisfaction to ancestors and gods, and to safeguard dharma. 
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IV. Cooperative game theory: the Shapley 

value 

A. General remarks 

The Shapley value belongs to the realm of cooperative game theory. This theory presupposes 

𝑛 players that are collected in a set 𝑁 = {1,2, … , 𝑛} and a so-called coalition function 𝑣. A 

subset 𝐾 of 𝑁 is also called a coalition. 𝑁 itself is called the grand coalition. To each coali-

tion, the coalition function attributes a “worth” 𝑣(𝐾). The worths stands for the economic, so-

cial, political, or other gain that the particular group of players can achieve. A worth can only 

be created if at least one player is present, i.e., the empty set ∅ creates the worth zero, 𝑣(∅) =

0. For ease of notation, one can write 𝑣(𝑖) instead of 𝑣({𝑖}), 𝑣(1, 2) instead of 𝑣({1, 2}), and 

𝑣(𝐾 ∪ 𝑖) instead of 𝑣(𝐾 ∪ {𝑖}).  

The aim of cooperative game theory is to specify payoffs for the players. These payoffs de-

pend on the coalition function. Assume just two players 1 and 2. The case with more than two 

players and the general case are explained in the footnotes and in the appendix. A solution 

function 𝜑 defines, for each coalition function 𝑣, payoffs 𝜑1(𝑣) and 𝜑2(𝑣).10  

Cooperative game theory uses two different approaches for arriving at payoff vectors from co-

alition functions. (i) The algorithmic approach applies some algebraic manipulations on the 

coalition functions in order to derive payoff vectors. For example, each player might obtain 

the worth of his one-man coalition plus 5. This solution function would be described by 

𝜑1(𝑣) = 𝑣(1) + 5 and 𝜑2(𝑣) = 𝑣(2) + 5.11  

(ii) The axiomatic approach suggests general rules of distribution. One axiom might stipulate 

that the worth of the grand coalition {1,2} is distributed among the players: 𝜑1(𝑣) + 𝜑2(𝑣) =

𝑤(1, 2).12  

                                           
10 For a general player set 𝑁, a solution function defines a payoff vector 𝜑(𝑤) that has the entries 𝜑1(𝑤), …, 

𝜑𝑛(𝑤).  
11 For a general player set 𝑁, the solution function is given by 𝜑𝑖(𝑤) = 𝑤(𝑖) + 5, 𝑖 ∈ 𝑁.  
12 For 𝑛 players, this axiom is expressed by ∑ 𝜑𝑖(𝑤) = 𝑤(𝑁)𝑛

𝑖=1 .  
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A second axiom might demand payoff equality. These two axioms together define a specific 

solution function, namely the one given by 𝜑1(𝑣) = 𝜑2(𝑣) =
𝑣(1,2)

2
.13  

B. The algorithmic approach 

The Shapley value’s algorithm builds on the players’ “marginal contributions”. A player’s 

marginal contribution is the worth of a coalition with him minus the worth of the coalition 

without him, i.e., the difference he makes. In the two-player case, player 1 has two marginal 

contributions, the first with respect to the empty set ∅ (the marginal contribution is 𝑣(1) −

𝑣(∅)), the second with respect to {2} (with marginal contribution 𝑣(1, 2) − 𝑣(2)).14  

Player 1’s Shapley value is the average of his marginal contributions, taken over all se-

quences (rank orders) of the two players. For two players, there are just two sequences, player 

1 may be first (sequence (1, 2)) or second (sequence (1, 2)). Thus, the players’ Shapley val-

ues15 are  

[1]      𝑆ℎ1 =
1

2
(𝑣(1) − 𝑣(∅)) +

1

2
(𝑣(1, 2) − 𝑣(2))  

and 

[2]      𝑆ℎ2 =
1

2
(𝑣(2) − 𝑣(∅)) +

1

2
(𝑣(1, 2) − 𝑣(1))  

C. The axiomatic approach   

For any number of players and any coalition function, the Shapley value fulfills these axioms: 

 The sum of the Shapley values equals the worth of the grand coalition, i.e.,  

 

efficiency:          𝑆ℎ1 + 𝑆ℎ2 = 𝑣(1, 2)  

                                           
13 For a general player set 𝑁, the solution function is given by 𝜑𝑖(𝑤) =

𝑤(𝑁)

𝑛
, 𝑖 ∈ 𝑁.  

14 For a general player set 𝑁, the marginal contribution of player 𝑖 with respect to a coalition 𝐾 that does not con-

tain that player is defined by 𝑀𝐶𝑖(𝐾) = 𝑤(𝐾 ∪ 𝑖) − 𝑤(𝐾).  
15 For a general player set 𝑁, let 𝑅 be the set of rank orders. For 𝑛 players, there exist 𝑛! = 1 ∙ 2 ∙ … ∙ 𝑛 different 

rank orders. Let 𝐾𝑖(𝑟) denote the set of players in the rank order 𝑟 up to but not including player 𝑖. Then, player 

𝑖’s Shapley value is 𝑆ℎ𝑖 =
∑ 𝑀𝐶𝑖(𝐾𝑖(𝑟))𝑟∈𝑅

𝑛!
.  
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in the case of two players. The property means that the grand coalition forms and the 

Shapley values distribute the worth of the grand coalition among the players. 

 Any player whose marginal contribution is zero with respect to every coalition obtains 

the Shapley value of zero.  

 The payoffs do not depend on the players’ names they bear. 

 If a player 1 withdraws16 from the game, another player 2’s damage in terms of his 

Shapley payoff equals the damage that player 1 endures should player 2 withdraw, 

i.e.,  

 

withdrawal symmetry:          𝑆ℎ2 − 𝑣(2) = 𝑆ℎ1 − 𝑣(1)  

 

in the case of two players. Consider the left side of the equation. If player 1 with-

draws, player 2 does not obtain the Shapley value 𝑆ℎ2 anymore, but the Shapley value 

of the game of which he is the only player. In that game he obtains the worth 𝑤(2) of 

his one-man coalition. This is clear from the only rank order that exists in that game as 

also from the first property in this section. 

The axioms of efficiency and withdrawal symmetry lead to the Shapley values in equations 

[1] and [2] above (note 𝑣(∅) = 0). Cooperative game theorists then say that these axioms axi-

omatize the Shapley value. This means, the Shapley value (in its algorithmic form) fulfills 

these axioms and that there is no value different from the Shapley value that also fulfills these 

axioms.  

D. Bhayadāna: extortion and taxation 

Extortion rests on threats, uttered by a player 1, for example by a robber. The Shapley value 

can be applied to this situation. Even with a gun pointing to the head of player 2 (the victim), 

                                           
16 Withdrawal means that the player set is reduced by the withdrawing players and that the worths for the re-

maining players stay the same.  
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withdrawal symmetry still holds. It is important to note that withdrawing is analyzed within 

the given game. The question of whether a player can quit the game or opt out is a totally dif-

ferent one. In market games, withdrawal just means “not buying” or “not selling”. In games 

with negative sanctions, withdrawal means not to give in to the threat. This does not mean 

that the robber and his gun mysteriously disappear.  

The corresponding coalition function might obey 𝑣(1, 2) = 0. If player 2 hands over the 

amount of money 𝐷 to player 1, the robber’s gain is the victim’s loss. One then finds 𝑆ℎ1 = 𝐷 

and 𝑆ℎ2 = −𝐷. The efficiency axiom is fulfilled.   

One might be tempted to put 𝑣(2) = 0 because the victim (player 2) does not lose any money 

if the robber withdraws. However, what the victim can achieve still depends on what the rob-

ber is doing (withdrawal is not quitting). If player 2 does not hand over the money peacefully, 

the robber may resort to violence causing injury to the victim. Let 𝑖 stand for the pain of being 

injured. Thus, one finds 𝑣(2) = −𝑖 < 0. Similarly, if player 2 runs away, the robber may in-

jure the victim. Then, he will be in fear of prosecution for injury. Let 𝑓 stand for this fear so 

that one obtains 𝑣(1) = −𝑓 < 0.  

In the present case, withdrawal symmetry means 

−𝐷 − (−𝑖) = 𝑆ℎ2 − 𝑣(2) = 𝑆ℎ1 − 𝑣(1) = 𝐷 − (−𝑓) 

This equality can be used to calculate 𝐷, the amount of money handed over to the robber. It is 

given by  

𝐷 =
𝑖 − 𝑓

2
 

The smaller the robber’s fear of prosecution and the larger the victim’s fear of injury, the 

higher the robber’s loot.  

E. Dharmadāna 

I will now apply cooperative game theory to a gift from a player G (the giver) to another 

player R (the receiver). Arguably, the coalition function 𝑣 is given by  

[1]      𝑣(G) = 0 

[2]      𝑣(R) = 0 and  
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[3]      𝑣(G, 𝑅) = 𝑚 − 𝑐 

This coalition function captures a situation where a giver alone or a receiver alone obtain a 

payoff of zero. If they “get together”, the giver transfers some gift 𝐷 to the receiver. This gift 

does not show up in the two-man coalitional worth. because the gain (𝐷) for the receiver 

equals the loss (−𝐷) for the giver. Let 𝑚 denote the merit accruing to the giver and let 𝑐 > 0 

stand for the cost of becoming a worthy recipient.  

The Shapley values for this coalition function are by  

[4]      𝑆ℎG =
𝑚−𝑐

2
 and 

[5]      𝑆ℎR =
𝑚−𝑐

2
,  

i.e., the players equally share the gain of 𝑚 − 𝑐. To the Indian theoreticians on dharmadāna, 

the giver obtains merit 𝑚 by giving up 𝐷. Thus, one can postulate  

[6]      𝑆ℎG =
𝑚−𝑐

2
= 𝑚 − 𝐷 and hence  

[7]      𝐷∗ =
𝑚+𝑐

2
,  

The Shapley gift 𝐷∗ makes intuitive sense. The larger the earnable merit and the larger the 

cost of becoming a pātra, the larger the gift. The texts on dāna, however, take a different per-

spective. They argue the other way around and consider the earnable merit a function of the 

gift, more precisely of śraddhā and śakti.  

Note that the Shapley value assumes cooperation, i.e., the formation of the coalition {G, R}. 

Thus, the above formulae would also hold for 𝑚 < 𝑐. However, in that case it would be inef-

ficient if gift giving occurs. Assuming 𝑚 > 𝑐 one finds 𝐷∗ > 𝑐 and 𝐷∗ < 𝑚 so that both re-

ceiver and giver are content.  
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V. Non-cooperative game theory: exten-

sive-form games  

A. The difficulty of giving in equlibrium 

The most simple theory of giving can be shown in the following model. We have two agents, 

agent G (“giver”, oi. dātṛ) and agent R (“receiver”, oi. pratigrahītṛ). Agent G chooses 

whether to give a present (dāna) 𝐷 to agent R. Since a gift may mean something different to 

the giver G than to the receiver R, it is useful to distinguish 𝐷G from 𝐷R. It is always assumed 

that 𝐷G is desirable or costly to the donor and 𝐷R is desirable to the receiver. Thus, both 𝐷G 

and 𝐷R. are positive. If no donation occurs, the two agents obtain the payoffs zero (0). If 𝐷G is 

not a numerical value, it stands for something that the giver prefers over 0. The preference re-

lation is not modelled expressively, but is clear from the context or from the numerical values 

we assume.  

 

Figure 2: The simplest giving model in non-cooperative game theory 

Consider Figure 2. The giver G has two actions available to him, he may give or not give 

(“not” is indicated by ¬). If he gives, 𝐷G is lost to him while the receiver obtains 𝐷R, i.e., the 

first entry in the payoff vector is the receiver’s payoff, while the second entry indicates the 

donor’s payoff. It is clear that the (rational) agent G will not give 𝐷G to the receiver R in the 

form of 𝐷R in this exceedingly simple model.  

The chances for making giving possible increase if 𝐷G is small. Therefore, we should not be 

surprised to find textual evidence that belittles the donor’s sacrifice from giving:  

<26> An owner’s wealth is what he gives and what he eats, for others fool around with 

the wife and wealth of a dead man. 
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<27> For what will embodied beings, who reside in such fragile containers, do with 

wealth? The bodies for whose sake they desire wealth are not eternal. 

While these quotations stress the finiteness of the donor’s current life, another one points to 

the ineffectiveness of wealth to secure the donor’s satisfaction:  

<28> Why isn’t a morsel—even half a morsel—given to those who ask for it? For when 

will anyone’s wealth ever conform to his desires? 

Using the economic term of a discount factor, one may translate the above citations by saying 

that the donor does not give up 𝐷G, but only 𝛿𝐷G with 𝛿 > 0 and 𝛿 < 1. However, replacing 

𝐷G by 𝛿𝐷G in Figure 2 above, is not sufficient to ensure giving.  

B. A first attack on śraddhā and śakti 

Remember  

<29> Whether small or large, the size of a gift does not bring about its benefits, but ra-

ther the spirit of generosity and the means available to the donor associated with a 

gift—indeed, only these two things cause prosperity or ruin. 

One might interpret this verse in the following manner: the absolute size of the gift is not im-

portant but its relative size, the gift in relation to the giver’s wealth, i.e., 
𝐷G

𝑊G
. This is also evi-

dent from <5>.  

Consider Figure 3 where the 45°-line represents the giving of sarvasvam (everything the do-

nor owns). He gives with generosity if the ratio 
𝐷G

𝑊G
 is close to 1, but without generosity if the 

gift is small in relation to the donor’s wealth.  
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Figure 3: Giving with generosity and the donor’s wealth  

Śakti does not only refer to the inequality 𝐷G ≤ 𝑊G. Indeed, within that area, the dharmadāna 

authors distinguish between gifts that are deya and those that are adeya:  

<30> So long as it does not hurt his family, a man can give away any of his property ex-

cept for his wife and his sons, [but] not the entirety of his wealth if he has descend-

ants, nor anything he has promised to another. 

This idea is reflected in Figure 4.  

 

Figure 4: Giving with generosity, but only the deya part of wealth  

While this relative thinking is clearly prominent, the absolute value of the gift is stressed in 

some verses. In particular, DK 1.27-31 distinguishes between High Gifts, Middle Gifts, and 
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Low Gifts. Another piece of evidence is the request to give something that is rare (durla-

bha).17 Having acknowledged this relative aspect, the following sections disregard the donor’s 

wealth in order to focus on other aspects of dānadharma.  

C. Giving with transference of sin (pāpa)  

Brick (2015, pp. 25–32) claims that the Brahmanical theory of the gift had the sin-transfer-

ence theory as its countertheory. According to that theory, “when a person gives a gift, he also 

gives his sin; and when a person receives a gift, he also receives the donor’s sin. In this way, a 

donor benefits by ridding himself of sin, although strictly speaking merit is not created nor sin 

destroyed. However, he benefits only at the expense of the recipient, who must take on his sin 

and, therefore, suffer both socially and soteriologically.”18  

Roughly speaking, the donor’s loss (𝐷G) and gain (getting rid of his sin 𝑃) corresponds to the 

receiver’s gain (𝐷R) and loss (taking on the donor’s sin).  

 

Figure 5: Giving with transference of sin  

Consider Figure 5. By 𝜏𝑃 is meant the sin that gets transferred to the receiver, together with 

the gift 𝐷R itself. One can think of 𝜏 as a positive number smaller than 1, i.e., the receiver 

may be in a position to absorb the sin at relatively small cost to himself. The giver chooses to 

give if  

[8]       𝐷G < 𝑃  

holds. That is, the donor would value the sin he got rid off more than the gift he bestows on 

the receiver. However, the receiver is happy to accept the gift only if  

                                           
17 DK 1.16, Brick (2015)  
18 Brick (2015, p. 26)  
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[9]      𝐷R > 𝜏𝑃  

or, equivalently,  

[10]       𝜏 <
𝐷R

𝑃
  

hold. According to the latter inequality 𝜏 has to be suffiently small, i.e., the sin absorption 

technology of the receiver suffiently effective.  

Putting both inequalities together, giving is welcomed by both donor and donee if  

[11]       𝐷G < 𝑃 <
𝐷R

𝜏
  

holds. Thus, the sin-transference theory of the gift makes giving possible.  

D. Fruits (phala) and faith (śraddhā) 

Otherworldly fruits are stressed in the dānadharma texts much more than thisworldly ones. 

Otherworldly fruits come under the headings of “fruit” (oi. phala), “heaven” (oi. svarga), 

“wealth” (oi. dhana), or the like. For example,  

<31> Both he who receives something respectfully offered and he who respectfully gives 

it dwell in heaven, but in the opposite case, the opposite happens. If a man gives 

gifts to virtuous people out of respect, he obtains wealth after death and reaches 

heaven along with his sons and grandsons. 

Similarly, the receivers may “purify” the givers (the example immediately below) or the giv-

ers may be “saved” (the example after next):  

<32> Brahmins who are learned, strictly observe religious vows, practice austerities, are 

truthful and self-restrained, engage in meditation, and have conquered their sensory 

organs purify people just by coming into their field of vision, how much more so 

by entering their company! People who give to them and feed them reach the ulti-

mate state. 

<33> Brahmins of this type are capable of saving others: Those who are forbearing and 

disciplined and whose ears are filled with scripture; who have conquered their sen-

sory organs and refrain from killing living beings; and who are householders that 

close their hands when offered gifts. 
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Significantly, the fruit obtained by the donor (which is called dāna below) does not come at 

any (material) cost to the receiver:  

<34> Non-reciprocal gifts are like milking a cow whose calf has died and which is con-

sumed with thirst. Worldly matters do not pertain to the law; a giver obtains an un-

seen gift and is not seen enjoying that gift, since he does not return to this world 

and his gift is endless. 

In my view, this passage expresses non-reciprocity typical for dharmadāna: The donor does 

not expect a counter-present from the receiver in return for his gift. Instead, the donor expects 

an adṛṣṭaṃ dānaṃ that we translate as fruit and indicate by 𝑃ℎ. Brick (2015, p. 37) com-

ments: “[D]harmic gifting must be strictly non-reciprocal. The reason for this is that a return-

gift would constitute a visible purpose or at least a visible reward for the initial gift and, 

thereby, render it non-dharmic by definition and devoid of otherworldly merit.”  

It is easy to find promises of infinite rewards 𝑃ℎ, for example  

<35> If someone approaches a recipient and gives him a gift or gives a gift that has not 

been asked for, the merit from this gift will never end, though the ocean will. The 

reward of these things is endless: gifts that are kept secret, knowledge without ego-

tism, and austerities that are well-guarded. 

Since a fruit can only be acknowledged if the donor has faith in it, śraddhā in the meaning of 

“conviction about the certainty of rewards” is relevant in this subsection. One might translate 

it by a probability (a degree of conviction) 𝜎. The expected fruit would then be expressed by 

𝜎𝑃ℎ. Donors with a high degree of conviction would then value 𝜎𝑃ℎ more than donors with a 

low one.  

E. Trusted fruits versus discounted gifts  

Now, taking the parameters from sections V.A and D together, one obtains Figure 6 where the 

giver gives away the discounted gift 𝐷G, but obtains the expected fruit 𝜎𝑃ℎ. Donating is 

worthwhile if the expected fruit (indicated by a large numerical value) 𝜎𝑃ℎ is larger than the 

discounted gift 𝛿𝐷G, i.e., if    

[12]      𝜎𝑃ℎ > 𝛿𝐷G  

or 
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[13]      
𝑃ℎ

𝐷G
>

𝛿

𝜎
  

holds.19 If numerical values are not easily available, the above inequality [12] can be under-

stood as follows: the donor prefers relinquishing 𝐷G (which he discounts because it is not per-

manent) if he receives 𝑃ℎ with probability 𝜎 in return over not-giving 𝐷G together with not-

obtaining 𝑃ℎ.  

 

Figure 6: Giving with earning fruit  

Equations [12] and [13] make clear that a large probability (a large degree of conviction) 𝜎 

makes giving attractive for the donor. The ratio 
𝑃ℎ

𝐷G
 (in equation [13]) could be called the 

“fruit-gift ratio”, i.e., the output-input relation that informs about the gift 𝐷G used to produce 

the fruit 𝑃ℎ. In order to make giving attractive, this ratio has to be larger than the “fruit-gift 

threshold”  
𝛿

𝜎
. Consider Figure 7. It is a graphical translation of equation [13]. Whenever the 

gift-fruit ratio is smaller than the gift-fruit threshold, giving pays. Then a spirit of generosity 

prevails.  

 

                                           
19 There is no need to worry about the case 𝑃ℎ = 𝐷G which has a zero probability in a sense that could be made 

precise.  
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Figure 7: The two senses of giving  

Revisiting Köhler (1973) and Brick’s remarks on śraddhā, a large degree 𝜎 of conviction in 

the effectiveness of giving (the cause) leads to a high willingness to give, i.e., to generosity 

(the effect). But, of course, the discount factor is also instrumental in bringing about a “spirit 

of generosity”. Thus, in terms of our model, the following equation neatly summarizes the 

fruit-based Brahmanical theory of the gift:  

[14]      śraddhā (spirit of generosity) is a negative function of 
𝛿

𝜎
  

For a given discount factor, the above equation tells that a spirit of generosity is brought about 

by a sufficiently large conviction in the effectiveness of giving. In particular, if 𝜎 increases, 

the line gets less steep and the donor is prepared to give larger gifts for a smaller merit than 

before.  

Whether, however, a large-enough willingness to give 
𝛿

𝜎
 effectively leads to giving is a matter 

that we take up in the next subsection.  

F. Economic and moral feasibility (śakti, adeya) 

In subsection E, śraddhā is interpreted as willingness to give, depending on the parameters of 

the dāna situation, i.e., depending on the gift 𝐷G, the fruit 𝑃ℎ, and the degree of conviction 𝜎. 

Remember:  

<36> Whether small or large, the size of a gift does not bring about its benefits, but ra-

ther the spirit of generosity and the means available to the donor associated with a 

gift—indeed, only these two things cause prosperity or ruin. 
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where śakti is explained as follows: 

<37> So long as it does not hurt his family, a man can give away any of his property ex-

cept for his wife and his sons, [but] not the entirety of his wealth if he has descend-

ants, nor anything he has promised to another. 

Thus, the ability to donate (śakti) is the second important ingredient. Consider Figure 8. Even 

if śraddhā is effective, a gift may be ruled out because it puts too much hardship on the fam-

ily.  

 

Figure 8: śraddhā is checked by śakti  

G. Gift-fruit technology 

Gift and fruit are intimitely related. Inter alia, this relationship depends on the quality of the 

Brahmin receiver as is clear from:  

<38> A gift to a non-Brahmin yields an equal reward; a gift to one who is a Brahmin in 

name only yields twice that; a gift to one who is learned yields one-hundred-

thousand-times that; and a gift to one who has mastered the Vedas is infinite. 

Also,  

<39> It is taught that a gift can yield six kinds of effects: negative effects, no effects, re-

duced effects, proportionate effects, increased effects, and imperishable effects. … 

One may be tempted to capture these quotations by a gift-fruit technology or a merit techno-

logy factor 𝜇 where  
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[1]      𝑃ℎ = 𝜇𝐷G  

holds and 𝜇 = 1 (equal reward or proportionate effect), 𝜇 = 2 (twice that), 𝜇 < 0 (negative 

effects), 𝜇 = 0 (no effects), 0 < 𝜇 < 1 (reduced effects), 𝜇 > 1 (increased effects), or 𝜇 = ∞ 

(imperishable effects), respectively.  

While these translations may be suggestive, they are problematic. They presuppose that 𝑃ℎ 

and 𝐷G are measured in the same units, such as “happiness”, Euro, meter, or so. How one 

might come an understanding with respect to that unit is unclear and not a topic addressed in 

any Old Indian texts. Relatedly, the reasons for particular values of 𝜇, i.e., the reasons for par-

ticular gift-fruit technologies are diverse. A gift bears  

 negative effects on account of unworthy recipients, 

 no effects by the missing spirit of generosity (śraddhā),  

 reduced effects by causing harm to others,  

 proportionate effects if given by a wicked mind,  

 increased effects if given with all six proper components20, and, finally, 

 imperishable effects if the gift is given out of compassion. 

 

Figure 9: Rewards depend on the quality of the Brahmin  

H. The donor’s optimization problem 

Holding the virtuousness of the receiver constant, one may consider giving as the optimiza-

tion problem where 𝑃ℎ(𝐷G) − 𝐷G is to be maximized subject to 𝐷G being feasible, i.e., deya.  

                                           
20 These are the giver, the receiver, the spirit of generosity (śraddhā), the lawful gift, the right place, and the 

right time.   
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I. Proactive giving  

Proactive giving rather than giving in response to begging is especially meritorious. Consider 

the following verse:  

<40> If someone approaches a recipient and gives him a gift or gives a gift that has not 

been asked for, the merit from his gift will never end, though the ocean will. 

 

Figure 10: Begging or not begging?  

Consider Figure 10. There I enlarge the model and assume that the receiver might beg in order 

to obtain 𝐷R, with three changes in comparison to the simple gift models:  

 The process of begging may be shameful which is expressed by 𝑠ℎ > 0. Thus, the re-

ceiver’s payoff is 𝐷R − 𝑠ℎ if he is given 𝐷R after begging, but 𝐷R if he obtains the pre-

sent without begging. 

 Giving without begging is more meritorious which is expressed by 𝑃ℎ+ > 𝑃ℎ.  

 If the potential receiver does not beg, the potential donor will consider giving to him 

only if the potential receiver catches his attention. We assume that this occurs with 

some probability 𝛽 > 0. 

The main information contained in Figure 10 is also present in the simpler Figure 11. Here, 

the probability of catching the potential donor’s attention shows up in the payoffs.  
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Figure 11: The previous figure simplified  

Applying backward induction, one finds:  

 After begging, giving occurs in case of 𝑃ℎ > 𝐷G.  

 After not begging, giving occurs in case of 𝑃ℎ+ > 𝐷G.  

 Let us distinguish three cases: 

o In case of 𝑃ℎ+ > 𝑃ℎ > 𝐷G giving is always attractive to the donor. The poten-

tial receiver prefers to beg if 𝐷R − 𝑠ℎ > 𝛽𝐷R holds, i.e., in case of 𝛽 <
𝐷R−𝑠ℎ

𝐷R
.  

o In the intermediate case of 𝑃ℎ+ > 𝐷G > 𝑃ℎ, giving is not attractive after beg-

ging. The potential receiver abstrains from begging. Giving occurs with proba-

bility 𝛽.  

o In the case of low merit 𝐷G > 𝑃ℎ+ > 𝑃ℎ, giving is never attractive. There will 

be neither begging nor giving.  

These outcomes are depicted in Figure 12. On the abscisse, we have the giver’s assessment of 

the gift’s value 𝐷G which can be low (smaller than 𝑃ℎ), in the medium range (between 𝑃ℎ and 

𝑃ℎ+), or large (above 𝑃ℎ+). On the ordinate, we have the attention probability 𝛽 which may 

be smaller or larger than 
𝐷R−𝑠ℎ

𝐷R
.  
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Figure 12: Backward-induction outcomes on initiative  

Thus, we obtain  

 the (Kali Yuga) receiver-initiative outcome,  

 the (Kṛta Yuga) donor-initiative outcome, or the 

 resignation outcome (neither begging nor giving) 

VI. Functional theory of gifting 

A. Selfserving Brahmanical theories of the gift  

One can surely see the possibility to collect dāna as yet another privilege as Brick (2015, 

pp. 41–42) seems to do: “Two fundamental motivations seem to explain both the prominence 

of the discussions of proper recipients within the dānanibandhas21 and the bulk of their con-

tents. The first of these is a desire to establish orthodox, Vedic Brahmins as the ideal recipi-

ents and in many cases as the sole legitimate recipients of gifts. The second is the theoretical 

principle that the merit of a gift is directly proportional to the virtuousness of its recipient 

(with “virtuousness”, of course, here defined from a Brahmanical perspective). As is likely 

obvious to readers, the achievement of both of these desires would have been very much in 

the interests of the Brahmins who composed most of the dānanibandhas, including the 

                                           
21 A nibhanda is an antology, a dānanibandha an antology on the subject of (dharmic) giving. Brick (2015) has 

critically edited and translated the section entitled Dānakāṇḍa (DK) of Lakṣmīdhara’s anthology “Kṛtya-

kalpataru”. DK and the Kṛtyakalpataru date from the 12th c. (see Brick (2015, pp. 3-21)). 
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Dānakāṇḍa … .” Thus, according to the dharma texts, Brahmins as writers of these texts point 

to themselves as receivers of dāna. Thus, “one can easily interpret this stress on the Brahmin-

ness and Vedic knowledge of proper recipients as intended to reserve for the authors’ own so-

cial group the entitlement to receive gifts.” 

B. Definition or requirements 

Consider  

<41> Discipline, austerity, self-control, liberality, truthfulness, purity, vedic learning, 

compassion, erudition, intelligence, and religious faith—these are the characteris-

tics of a Brahmin. 

Two possible understandings of quotations like these come to mind: (i) as “definitions of a 

proper Brahmin”22 with “unambiruously high opinions of themselves and of their place in so-

ciety”23. Thus, Brahmins have somehow managed to enjoy payoff power in the control-of-

events sense in the form of material wealth (the dāna) and in the form of high rank.  

While this understanding is certainly not wrong, “discipline, vedic learning” may also point to 

(ii) requirements the Brahmins have to fulfil. Consider  

<42> One can know a person’s virtue by living with him, his purity by interacting with 

him, and his wisdom by talking with him. A recipient [pātra, HW] should be tested 

in these three things. 

and  

<43> One should feed a Brahmin whose mouth is filled with the Veda, even if he’s well-

fed, but not a foodless fool who has fasted for six nights. 

The understanding (ii) stresses the requirements Brahmins as pātras have to fulfil rather than 

(i) the definitional aspect where Brahmins engage in self-exhaltation. As Brick (2015, p. 44) 

states with respect to the Brahmins’ virtuousness, “it serves the purpose of policing the Brah-

min community by encouraging its members to aspire to the high standards of an ideal Brah-

min lest they be deemed unfit to receive patronage.”  

                                           
22 Brick (2015, p. 41)  
23 Brick (2015, p. 40)  
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C. Functional theory of the gift 

The very first verse in Yājñavalkya’s treatment of dāna explains the purpose of creating Brah-

mins and, so I claim, the purpose of gift giving itself:  

<44> Brahma, after performing ascetic toil, created Brahmans to protect the Veda, to 

bring satisfaction to ancestors and gods, and to safeguard dharma. 

Clearly, the Brahmins’ knowledge of the Vedas, of Upaniṣadic or classical literature is also 

instrumental for keeping the ritual and scientific traditions intact. These ideas give rise to a 

functional theory of dāna that needs to be made more explicit.  

Therefore, while this Brahmins-as-receivers perspective is relevant, it is not the whole story 

that needs to be told. It is the thesis of this article that giving has been instrumental in allow-

ing Indian religion/science etc. to be transmitted from generation to generation. The Brahmins 

need not to have understood the importance of giving in the context of its transmittal function. 

This is true for many understandings of societyl problems. Hayek24 has stressed that useful 

institutions (such as markets or specific judicial rules) are often not invented or not even fully 

understood by us humans. Instead, they spontaneously develop and are kept if they prove use-

ful. In this sense, giving may embody an “intelligent” solution to the transmittal problem.  
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