


Nothing Owed  ·  2

Nothing Owed
Mauss, the gift, and the bonds your delegate cannot make

JOHN RECTOR

johnrector.me · November 8, 2026



Nothing Owed  ·  3

CONTENTS

The Card · Prologue

PART I · THE THREE OBLIGATIONS

A Debt That Holds · Chapter 1

The Ring · Chapter 2

The Spirit of the Thing · Chapter 3

PART II · WHEN THE MARKET MOVES IN

Blood · Chapter 4

A Fine Is a Price · Chapter 5

The Free Sample · Chapter 6

PART III · THE DELEGATE OWES NOTHING

Settlement at the Speed of Light · Chapter 7

The Gift That Cost Nothing · Chapter 8

Never Delegate a Debt · Chapter 9

PART IV · LIVING IN TWO ECONOMIES

If You Run a Business · Chapter 10

Five Predictions · Chapter 11

The Ledger · Chapter 12

The Card, Unwritten · Epilogue



Nothing Owed  ·  4

PROLOGUE

The Card
SUNDAY, 8:12 P.M.

Your mother’s birthday is tomorrow. You open your phone to write her
something, and before you have typed a word, your assistant offers a
message. It is warm, specific, a little funny, and it mentions the garden.

You read it twice. It is better than anything you would have written
tonight. It remembers the tomatoes. It has the right amount of feeling, and
the right amount of restraint, and it is ready to send.
You do not send it. You sit there with your thumb over the button, and you
cannot quite say why.

Nothing in the message is false. You do love her. You do think of the
garden. If she asked whether you meant every word, you could say yes.
And still something is wrong with it, the way something is wrong with a
bouquet that arrives with a printed card from a company you have never
heard of. The flowers are real. The care is real. The thing in between has
gone missing.

This book is about the thing in between.

It has a name, and the name is about a hundred years old. In 1925 a French
scholar named Marcel Mauss published a long essay about how people in
very different parts of the world give one another things. He found that
almost everywhere, a gift was not what it pretended to be. It looked free. It
was not free. It created a debt, and the debt was the point. The debt was
how people stayed tied to one another.

He also noticed that a sale is the opposite. When you buy something, the
exchange closes. You pay, they hand it over, and you walk out owing
nothing. That is the genius of the market, and its chill. A market is a
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machine for ending relationships cleanly.

We are about to hand that machine to delegates. Our AI will shop, book,
compare, negotiate, cancel and pay. It will settle more of our exchanges
than we ever have, faster and more fairly. In the world it builds, more and
more of life will end the way a sale ends: with nothing owed.

That sounds like freedom. Mostly it is. But it raises a question that the
message on your phone has already raised. If the delegate can settle
everything, what is left that only you can owe?
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PART I

The Three Obligations
A debt that holds, a ring of islands, and the spirit that travels with

a thing.
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CHAPTER 1

A Debt That Holds

Marcel Mauss was a nephew of Emile Durkheim, the founder of French
sociology, and for most of his life he worked in his uncle’s shadow and at
his side. He read everything. He spoke many languages. He did very little
fieldwork himself. His gift was comparison: he could hold the habits of a
dozen peoples in his head at once and see what they had in common.
The First World War took a great deal from him. Many of the young
scholars in Durkheim’s circle were killed, Durkheim’s own son among
them, and Durkheim himself died in 1917. When the circle’s journal finally
resumed, its first new issue carried Mauss’s essay on the gift. It is hard not
to read it as a book written by a man who had watched a world fall apart
and wanted to know what holds one together.

His answer was the gift, and he described it as three obligations.

The first is the obligation to give. In almost every society he studied, there
are moments when you must give: at a birth, a wedding, a funeral, a feast,
an arrival. To fail to give at those moments is not thrift. It is a declaration
that you are outside the circle.

The second is the obligation to receive. You cannot simply refuse a gift.
Refusal is an insult. It says you do not want the bond the gift is offering, or
that you fear you cannot return it. Everyone has felt this. Someone presses
something on you, and you know that saying no would cost more than
saying yes.

The third is the obligation to return. Not at once, and not exactly, but
eventually, and in kind. The return cannot be a payment. If you hand a
friend cash for the dinner they cooked you, you have not repaid them. You
have insulted them. The return has to be another gift, which creates another



Nothing Owed  ·  8

debt, which keeps the thing going.

Put the three together and you have a loop that never closes. That is the
secret. A gift economy is not inefficient by accident. It is designed, if
anything so old can be said to be designed, never to settle. Somebody is
always a little ahead and somebody is always a little behind, and that small
imbalance is the thread that ties two people, or two families, or two
villages, to each other.

Mauss saw that the gift looks voluntary and is in fact required. It looks
generous and is in fact interested. It looks free and is in fact the most
binding thing people do. He did not think this made it cynical. He thought
it made it social. The obligation was not a flaw in the gift. The obligation
was the gift.

A sale is designed to end. A gift is designed not to.

Now set a sale beside it. You walk into a hardware store, pick up a
hammer, and pay. The clerk says thank you, and you say thank you, and
both of you mean it, and neither of you owes the other anything at all. If
you never come back, nobody is wronged. The exchange was complete the
moment the money moved.

This is a wonderful invention. It lets strangers trade without trusting each
other, without knowing each other, without having to see each other again.
It is the reason a city of millions can feed itself. But notice what it does by
design. It ends the relationship at the moment of exchange. Every price is a
little act of closure. Here, take this, and now we are even.

Mauss’s whole essay rests on that contrast, and this book rests on it too.
There are two kinds of exchange in the world. One ends with nothing
owed. The other begins with something owed. We need both. And we are
about to give one of them to machines.
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THE POINT

A gift creates a debt on purpose. The debt is not a cost of the relationship. It is
the relationship.

ASSIGNMENT

Think of the last three things someone gave you that were not for sale: a favor, a
meal, a ride, an introduction. For each, write down whether you have returned it.
Notice how it feels to leave one open.



Nothing Owed  ·  10

CHAPTER 2

The Ring

Mauss built his argument from other people’s fieldwork, and the richest
source he had was a young Polish anthropologist named Bronislaw
Malinowski, who had spent years living in the Trobriand Islands off the
eastern tip of New Guinea. In 1922 Malinowski published what he had
seen, and the thing that made his book famous was a voyage.
Every so often, the men of one island would prepare canoes, perform
magic over them, and sail for days across open water to another island.
When they arrived, they did not trade in any ordinary sense. They received
gifts from long-standing partners, and later they gave gifts to partners on
islands further along. The gifts were of only two kinds. Long necklaces of
red shell discs, called soulava, travelled around the ring of islands in one
direction, clockwise. White armshells, called mwali, travelled the other
way.

The valuables were not used. They were rarely worn. Nobody kept one for
long. You held a famous necklace for a while, it gave you standing, and
then you passed it on, and someday a famous armshell would come back to
you from the other direction. Malinowski called the whole system the
Kula, and it spanned many island communities and a great many people,
bound to each other by partnerships that could last a lifetime. The saying in
the region is that once you are in the Kula, you are always in the Kula.

From a market point of view, the Kula is absurd. People risked their lives
to sail hundreds of miles to receive objects they could not use and were
obliged to give away. But look at what it produced. It produced a ring of
trust across dangerous water. It meant a man arriving on a distant beach
had a partner there, someone who owed him, someone he owed. It gave a
whole archipelago a reason to keep visiting.
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Here is the detail that matters most for us. The islanders also traded.
Alongside the ceremonial gifts, the same people, on the same voyages,
bartered ordinary goods: pots, food, tools. They had a different word for
that, gimwali, and a different manner. In gimwali you haggled. You
compared. You tried to get the better end. It was fine to do that with goods.

It was a disgrace to do it in the Kula. To haggle over a gift, to treat a
necklace like a pot, was to show that you did not understand what was
happening. Mauss noticed this and made much of it. The same people kept
two ledgers, side by side, and never confused them. One ledger was for
settling. The other was for staying in debt.

Every society keeps two ledgers. One is for settling.
The other is for staying in debt.

I think every society still does this, and I think you do it too. You haggle
with the car dealer and you would never haggle with your sister. You split
a bill evenly with colleagues and you let a close friend pay this time
because you will pay next time. You leave a tip for a stranger and you
bring a bottle of wine to a friend’s house, and you would be mortified to
get those two reversed. Handing your host a twenty-dollar bill at the door is
not a bigger gift than the wine. It is a category error.

We are all fluent in both ledgers. We switch between them a dozen times a
day without thinking. What we have rarely had to think about is what
happens when one ledger gets very large and very fast, and the other does
not.

That is the situation AI creates. It takes over gimwali. It is the most capable
haggler, comparer and settler ever made. It will make the settling ledger
enormous. And the question is what happens to the Kula when the canoes
are mostly carrying pots.
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THE POINT

People have always kept two economies at once: one that settles and one that
binds. The skill was never confusing them.

ASSIGNMENT

List five exchanges from your past week. Mark each one gimwali (settled,
compared, done) or Kula (open, binding, owed). Notice which one you would
hand to a delegate without a second thought.
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CHAPTER 3

The Spirit of the Thing

Mauss wanted to know why. Why do people feel compelled to return a
gift? What is it about a thing given that makes the receiver uneasy until
they give something back?
He found an answer, or thought he did, in a passage written by a Maori
scholar named Tamati Ranapiri and recorded by the ethnographer Elsdon
Best. Ranapiri explained a word, hau. Suppose you give me a valuable, he
said, without setting a price on it. I give it on to a third person, and in time
he gives me something in return. That return carries the hau of your gift,
and I must pass it back to you. If I kept it for myself, harm would come to
me.

Mauss read hau as the spirit of the giver, travelling inside the thing. A gift,
in this reading, is never fully separated from the person who gave it. Some
of them goes with it. That is why it cannot simply be kept, and why it pulls
toward a return. You are holding a piece of someone, and it wants to go
home.

Scholars have argued about this passage ever since. Later anthropologists,
and Maori scholars in particular, have pointed out that Mauss leaned on a
single text, read it through a translation, and may have made it more
mystical than Ranapiri meant. Marshall Sahlins wrote a famous reading of
it that turned the spirit into something closer to the yield of a gift, the
increase that must flow back to its source. I do not need to settle that
argument, and I am not qualified to. I only need what nearly every reading
keeps: a gift is not just an object. It carries the giver, and the receiver can
feel the giver in it.

You know this already. A sweater your grandmother knitted is not the
same as a better sweater from a store, even if you never wear it. A letter in
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a friend’s handwriting is not the same as the same words typed. The meal
someone cooked for you after a funeral is not the same as the meal you
would have ordered, even though the order would have tasted better. What
is different is not the thing. It is what came with the thing.

The Roman philosopher Seneca saw this two thousand years ago. In his
long book on benefits, he argued that a benefit is not the gold or the object
that changes hands. The object is only the sign. The benefit itself is the
goodwill behind it, and that cannot be held in the hand. It happens in the
mind of the giver and lands in the mind of the receiver. Lose the goodwill
and you have only a transfer of property.

The object is only the sign. What lands is the giver.

Lewis Hyde, writing about artists in the 1980s, added another piece. A gift,
he said, must keep moving. When it stops, when someone holds onto it as
property and tries to profit from it, it stops being a gift and becomes
capital. That is exactly the Kula. The necklace that stops travelling is just a
necklace.

So there are three ideas to carry into the rest of this book. A gift creates a
debt. A gift carries the giver. And a gift has to keep moving, which is
another way of saying the debt has to keep being passed along.

Hold those three ideas against a machine that can produce any object, any
message, any meal plan, any song, any card, instantly, for nearly nothing.
The object it produces may be lovely. What it cannot do is put you inside
it. And the person receiving it, sooner or later, will be able to tell.

THE POINT

The gift is the sign, not the substance. What the receiver feels is the giver, and
that is why a gift pulls for a return.

ASSIGNMENT

Find the object in your home that you would save first in a fire and that has
almost no resale value. Write one paragraph on who is inside it.
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PART II

When the Market Moves In
What happens to an obligation when someone puts a price on it.
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CHAPTER 4

Blood

In 1970 a British professor named Richard Titmuss published a book
about blood. It seems like an odd subject for a social theorist, and that was
the point. Blood is the purest test of the gift. It cannot be manufactured. It
must come from one person’s body and go into another’s. And countries
had chosen very different ways to collect it.
In Britain, since the late 1940s, blood had been given by volunteers to the
national health service. Nobody was paid. Donors did not know who would
receive their blood, and recipients did not know who had given it. It was a
gift to a stranger, with no return expected and none possible.

In the United States, Titmuss found a mixed and partly commercial system.
Some blood was donated, some was given to settle a debt of blood a family
owed a hospital, and a substantial share was bought from paid donors,
some of them recruited from the poorest streets in the country.

Titmuss argued that the gift system was better on nearly every count,
including the ones markets are supposed to win. He argued that it was
safer, because a volunteer has no reason to hide an illness, while a person
selling blood to eat does. He argued that it wasted less, and that the paid
system did not even produce more blood. And he argued something
deeper: that the opportunity to give to a stranger was itself a social good,
and that a market in blood took that opportunity away from everyone.

His evidence has been argued over for fifty years, and some of it has aged
better than the rest. But the book changed policy. The United States moved
its whole blood supply toward volunteers, and much of the world followed.
A professor had made a case that a gift could beat a market at the market’s
own game, and enough people found it convincing to change how blood is
collected.
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The idea that survived is not really about blood. It is this: when you put a
price on something that used to be given, you do not just add a new reason
to supply it. You change what it is. The person who used to give it as a gift
to strangers is now being asked to sell it. Some will sell. Some will stop.
And the thing that used to happen, a stranger caring for a stranger, quietly
stops happening, because there is no longer any room for it.

A price does not add a reason. It replaces one.

Economists have a dry phrase for this: crowding out. A money motive can
crowd out a gift motive. But I think the phrase is too mild for what Titmuss
saw. He saw that the gift and the price are not two motives that add up.
They are two different kinds of relationship, and introducing the second
can dissolve the first.

This will matter enormously in a world of delegates, because delegates are
price creatures. They compare, quote, bid and settle. When a delegate
enters an exchange, it brings the price frame with it. That is usually exactly
what you want. It is a disaster in the rare places where a gift was holding
something together that nobody had noticed.

THE POINT

Putting a price on a gift does not just add a payment. It can turn a bond into a
transaction and remove the chance to give at all.

ASSIGNMENT

Name one thing in your community that still runs on gifts: a volunteer crew, a
church kitchen, a neighbor who plows the road. Write down what would happen
to it if someone started paying for it.
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CHAPTER 5

A Fine Is a Price

Here is the smallest version of the same idea, and it happened in ordinary
day-care centers.
In the late 1990s, two economists, Uri Gneezy and Aldo Rustichini, studied
private day-care centers in Haifa, Israel. Parents were supposed to collect
their children by four in the afternoon. Some came late, and when they did,
a teacher had to stay behind with the child. The contract said nothing about
what happened then. There was no penalty. There was only the teacher,
waiting.

For the first few weeks, the researchers simply counted late arrivals. Then,
in some of the centers, a notice went up announcing a small fine for parents
who came more than ten minutes late.

Anyone would predict that a fine reduces lateness. It did the opposite. Late
arrivals rose and kept rising. And when, some weeks later, the fine was
removed without explanation, lateness did not fall back. It stayed at the
new, higher level.

The economists’ explanation was simple, and they put it in the title of their
paper: a fine is a price. Before the fine, a parent who came late was
imposing on a teacher who stayed out of goodwill. That felt like a debt, and
people try not to run up debts with people who are being kind to them. The
fine converted the debt into a fee. Now a late parent was not imposing.
They were buying extra time. And extra time, it turned out, was cheap.

The last part is the part I cannot stop thinking about. When the fine went
away, the old obligation did not come back. Once the parents had learned
that lateness was a service with a price, they could not unlearn it. The
teacher was no longer someone doing them a kindness. She was someone
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they had paid, and then someone they had stopped paying, and neither of
those is a person you owe.

Settle an obligation once and it may never come back
as an obligation.

This is the warning I want you to carry into the age of delegates. Settling is
one-way. When an exchange that used to run on goodwill gets a price, the
goodwill does not wait patiently in the next room for the price to leave. It
goes. It may take a generation to come back, if it comes back at all.

Delegates will put prices on things. That is what they are for. They will
turn favors into quotes and waits into fees and courtesies into terms of
service. Most of the time this will be a mercy. Most favors were small
burdens, and many courtesies were rituals nobody enjoyed. But some of
them were threads, and we will not know which ones until they are cut.

THE POINT

Turning a debt of goodwill into a price can make the behavior worse, and
removing the price does not restore the goodwill.

ASSIGNMENT

Find one place in your work where people do something extra out of goodwill:
stay late, cover a gap, fix what is not theirs. Ask what would happen if that extra
were measured, billed or automated, and whether it would come back if the
meter were taken away.
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CHAPTER 6

The Free Sample

If the obligation to return is so strong, someone was bound to use it.
Business discovered long ago that the gift is the most powerful lever in
selling.
In 1971 a psychologist at Cornell named Dennis Regan ran a simple
experiment. Students came in, supposedly to rate paintings, alongside
another participant who was actually working for the researcher. During a
break, that confederate stepped out. Sometimes he came back with two
bottles of Coca-Cola and handed one to the student, unasked. Sometimes
he came back empty-handed. Later, he asked the student to buy some raffle
tickets.

The students who had received the soda bought about twice as many
tickets, at a price well above what the soda had cost. And the most striking
finding was this: when there was no gift, students bought more from the
confederate if they liked him. When there was a gift, liking hardly
mattered. Even students who did not care for him felt they owed him.

Robert Cialdini made this famous in his book on influence, and he
collected example after example of the same lever being pulled. A
religious group in airports pressed a flower into the hands of travelers and
then asked for a donation. Charities mailed address labels nobody
requested. Restaurants left a mint with the check. Supermarkets handed out
samples. Software companies gave you a free month.

None of these gifts is a gift in Mauss’s sense. They do not carry the giver.
They are not meant to begin a relationship that never closes. They are
meant to manufacture a small debt and then collect it as quickly as
possible. They borrow the form of the Kula to run a gimwali. And they
work, because the obligation to return is older and deeper than our ability
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to notice when it is being used.

The free sample borrows the form of the gift to run a
sale.

This is worth pausing on, because it means that a great deal of commerce is
quietly built on the gift ledger. Marketers learned that a person who has
received something feels a pull to give something back, and they learned to
aim that pull at a purchase. The whole art of the free trial, the welcome gift,
the bonus with purchase, the complimentary consultation, depends on a
human being on the receiving end who feels the hau.

Now ask who will be on the receiving end.

THE POINT

Business has long used the obligation to return as a sales tool, creating small
debts in order to collect them.

ASSIGNMENT

Go through your email and find three offers that gave you something first. For
each, write down what they hoped you would feel, and what they hoped you
would do next.
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PART III

The Delegate Owes Nothing
What changes when the settling ledger is handed to something

that feels no debt.
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CHAPTER 7

Settlement at the Speed of Light

Here is the turn.
A delegate, the AI you put in charge of small matters, does gimwali
beautifully. It can compare every price, read every term, wait on every
hold, book the table, return the jacket, dispute the charge and cancel the
subscription. It does not get tired. It does not get embarrassed. It does not
feel that it owes the airline anything for the free upgrade, or the store
anything for the free sample, or the software company anything for the free
month.

That last sentence is the whole chapter. Your delegate owes nothing. I
wrote about this in The Agent Without Appetite: a delegate has no wants of
its own to be worked on. It has no hau to feel. The flower in the airport
would simply be logged. The mint with the check would be noted as zero
cost. The free trial would be taken, measured against the alternatives, and
cancelled on the last day if something better exists, with no twinge at all.

That has two consequences, and they point in opposite directions.

The first is good for you and hard on a great deal of business. The
reciprocity lever stops working in every exchange your delegate handles.
All the small manufactured debts that used to tilt your choices will be
presented to something that cannot be indebted. That means the free
sample, as a sales technique, loses its grip on the very customers who have
delegated the most. Firms will keep offering gifts for a while out of habit.
They will find those gifts going into a machine that thanks them politely
and moves on.

The second consequence is the one most people miss. When the settling
ledger gets that large, and that fast, and that clean, people will notice how
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much of their life now ends in nothing owed. The errands are done. The
bills are paid. The disputes are resolved. Every exchange is closed by
morning. And with every closure, a small thread that used to tie you to
someone, the clerk who knew you, the shop that let you pay next week, the
neighbor who signed for your package, is no longer needed.

The delegate settles everything. That is exactly why it
cannot bind anything.

A world of perfect settlement is a world without small debts. That sounds
clean. But small debts were how most of us stayed in light contact with a
great many people. They were the excuse to come back. We will feel their
absence before we can name it, the way a town feels the closing of a diner
it never thought about.

None of this is an argument against delegation. I delegate everything I can.
I think you should too, and I wrote Super Admin about how. It is an
argument for knowing which ledger you are handing over. The delegate
should have gimwali, all of it, the sooner the better. The question is what
you do with the Kula, which it cannot have.

THE POINT

A delegate feels no obligation, so manufactured gifts stop working on it, and the
life it settles loses the small debts that once kept people in touch.

ASSIGNMENT

Make two columns: everything you would happily let a delegate settle this
month, and every exchange where being in someone’s debt is part of what you
value. Keep the second list. It is the rest of this book.
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CHAPTER 8

The Gift That Cost Nothing

Go back to the card on your phone.
It was a good card. That is the problem. A delegate can now produce a
better birthday message, a better toast, a better condolence note, a better
wedding poem, a better gift recommendation, than most of us could
produce on our best day, and it can do it in seconds. The question is not
whether these things are good. The question is what they carry.

Here I want to use the framework I return to in almost everything I write,
the Reality Equation: Reality is the ratio of what actually arrives to what
you were expecting, R = A / E. The Actual is what the world hands you.
The Expectation is not something you choose. It is brought, already
formed, by the part of you that predicts, and it was trained by everything
that has ever actually arrived before.

A gift that lands lands as surprise. Not novelty, which only says an object
is new, but surprise, which says the ratio moved. Something arrived that
was more than you were expecting from that person, in that moment, and
you felt it. That is what makes the card in a drawer worth keeping. The
Actual exceeded the Expectation, and the excess was the giver.

Now notice two things the equation says. The first is that no giver can
reach into the receiver and set their expectation. Nobody can touch the
denominator. The giver can only act, and the act leaves an artifact, and the
artifact arrives as an Actual. That is all a gift is, from the outside: an act
that leaves a thing behind.

The second is what retrains expectation. Only Actuals do. Every
machine-written card that arrives in anyone’s life teaches everyone’s
prediction a little more about what a card is now. The first few beautifully
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written messages land. The next thousand teach us that beautiful writing
costs nothing. Polish stops being evidence of care. It becomes the baseline.
The ratio stops moving.

Polish stops being evidence of care. It becomes the
baseline.

What still moves it? Whatever could only have come from you. That is not
a mystery. It is whatever the giver cannot hand to a delegate: their time,
their attention, their presence, their particular clumsy memory of a
particular afternoon. In The Paradox of Intelligence I argued that attention
is the one thing intelligence cannot make more of. The gift follows
attention. When everything else becomes free, a gift is worth exactly as
much attention as went into it.

This is the same logic, from the other side, that I wrote about in Face
Value. When anything can be perfectly copied, trust moves to the thing
that cannot be copied: a person, present, answerable. The gift moves the
same way. It moves away from the object and toward the giver, because
the object is now cheap and the giver is not.

So the card on your phone was not wrong because a machine wrote it. It
was wrong because your mother would have received the work of a
delegate where she expected to receive you. It was a gimwali card in a
Kula moment. And sooner or later, everyone’s prediction will learn to tell
the difference.

THE POINT

A gift lands as surprise, and expectation is retrained only by what actually
arrives. As machine-made gifts arrive everywhere, polish stops meaning care,
and the gift moves to what only the giver could have spent: attention.

ASSIGNMENT

Before the next birthday on your calendar, decide what you will give that could
not have been produced by anyone but you. Then give it in a form that shows its
cost: your handwriting, your voice, your hour.
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CHAPTER 9

Never Delegate a Debt

I teach my students a rule about delegation. Delegate the small matters,
and keep for yourself only what is worthy of your attention. And never
hand a person who is worthy of your attention down to your AI. A
customer, a friend, a member of your family: if they deserve you, they get
you. Delegating them dishonors them. It is worse than using someone. It
tells them they were sorted below the line.
I did not have Mauss in mind when I started teaching that, but it is his rule.
A person who has given you something has put you in their debt. They
have put a piece of themselves in your hands, and the whole meaning of
the exchange is that you will return it, yourself, in kind. If you answer them
through a delegate, you have done something worse than fail to repay. You
have paid them. You have taken a Kula necklace and handed back a pot.

Think about how this will play out. Someone sends you a long, careful
message after your father dies. Your delegate can draft a gracious reply in a
second, and it may well be a better reply than you could manage that week.
But the debt they placed on you was not for words. It was for you. A
gracious reply from your delegate settles a debt that was never meant to be
settled. It tells them, in the most polite possible way, that you are even.

The same holds for the small ones. The neighbor who watched your dog.
The colleague who stayed late to help you finish. The friend who
introduced you to the person who hired you. Each of them is owed
something, and what they are owed is not an efficient acknowledgment. It
is some portion of you, returned at a time of your choosing, which is
exactly why it cannot be automated.
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If someone gave you themselves, your delegate cannot
pay them back.

So the line between what you delegate and what you keep turns out to be
the line between the two ledgers. Give your delegate every exchange that is
meant to settle. Keep every exchange that is meant to bind. That is not
sentimentality. It is accuracy about what kind of exchange you are in.

I think a working etiquette will form around this, quickly, the way etiquette
formed around email and then around text messages. People will learn to
tell when a reply was delegated, and they will judge it by the ledger. A
delegated reply to an invoice will seem perfectly fine, even courteous. A
delegated reply to a gift will seem like a form letter to a widow. The words
will be fine. The category will be wrong.

THE POINT

A debt placed on you by a gift is a debt for you, not for words. Answering it
through a delegate settles what was meant to bind.

ASSIGNMENT

Look at the last ten messages you sent. Which ones could your delegate have
written without anyone being wronged? Which ones would have quietly told
someone they were even?
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PART IV

Living in Two Economies
What to do with a settling machine when the binding is still yours.
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CHAPTER 10

If You Run a Business

If you sell anything, this chapter is for you, and I will be blunt: a large
part of your playbook is about to stop working, and a small part of it is
about to become everything.
The part that stops working is the manufactured gift aimed at a customer’s
sense of obligation. The free trial meant to create guilt. The welcome
bonus meant to create a debt. The complimentary extra meant to be repaid
in loyalty. When your customer’s delegate is the one receiving it, it lands
in a machine that owes you nothing. The delegate will take the trial,
compare it, and leave on day thirty if your competitor is better. Your gift
will have bought you nothing but a line in a comparison.

That is not a reason to stop giving. It is a reason to stop pretending a
promotion is a gift. Give the delegate what delegates want: an honest price,
clear terms, real quality, an answer it can verify. That is gimwali, and you
should be excellent at it. Most of your exchanges will be settled this way,
and the businesses that make settling easy will win the settling ledger.

The part that becomes everything is the gift that actually carries someone.
A delegate can settle the purchase. It cannot receive the owner’s attention.
It cannot be remembered by name. It cannot be surprised by the extra thing
you did that nobody asked for and nobody priced. Those land on a person,
and a person feels the hau.

So aim your gifts at people, not at delegates, and make them real. The
handwritten note in the box. The owner who calls once a year, not to sell
anything, but because you have been a customer for a long time. The repair
done without a charge because it was your mistake, not because a policy
said so. The question asked about the customer’s daughter, because you
remembered. These are not tactics. The moment they become tactics, they
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become free samples again, and the customer’s prediction will learn that
too.

Settle with the delegate. Give to the person.

I think this is why I keep telling my students to be the face their customers
trust. In a world where your customer’s delegate settles everything, the
only part of your business that can still put someone in your debt, and be
put in theirs, is a person. The relationship moves to the room. It moves to
the face, the visit, the name, the follow-up that nobody automated. In that
world, the business that wins the binding ledger is the one where a real
person keeps a few real debts open with a few real customers, on purpose,
and never tries to collect them.

There is one more thing, and it is the hardest. Some of your customers will
want to be in your debt. They will want a place where they are a regular,
where they can pay next time, where somebody knows them. As delegates
settle more of their lives, that want will grow. A business that offers it,
honestly, will be offering something the settling economy has made scarce.

THE POINT

Promotions disguised as gifts stop working once delegates receive them. Real
gifts aimed at people, carrying a real person, become the part of business no
delegate can settle.

ASSIGNMENT

Write down every gift your business gives. Mark which ones are really
promotions. For one customer this month, give something that carries you,
expect nothing back, and do not track it.
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CHAPTER 11

Five Predictions
A SATURDAY IN 2031

Your delegate closed out the week while you slept: two refunds, a renewed
lease, a dentist moved to Thursday, a cheaper insurer found and switched.
Nothing is owed to anyone. At ten o’clock you walk to the bakery anyway,
because the owner saves you the end of the rye and you have not yet found
a way to pay her back.

That scene is a guess. Here are the guesses underneath it, stated so they
can be checked.
01 The free sample stops working on delegated customers.
Free trials, welcome gifts, samples and bonuses aimed at creating a sense
of obligation will lose much of their effect wherever a delegate does the
buying. Firms will notice that the customers who delegate most respond to
these offers least, and will shift spending from manufactured gifts toward
plain prices and verifiable quality.

02 Polish stops meaning care, and gifts start showing their cost.
As machine-made messages, cards and presents become ordinary, a
beautifully written note will no longer read as evidence that someone
cared. People will start making the cost of a gift visible on purpose:
handwriting, voice, an hour together, something made by hand. Saying “I
made this myself” will matter more, not less.

03 A delegated reply to a gift becomes a recognized insult.
Within a few years, there will be a common, spoken etiquette: let your AI
answer invoices and appointments, but answer personal gifts, condolences
and favors yourself. Being caught answering a gift through a delegate will
be treated the way a form letter to a grieving friend is treated now.
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04 Owing becomes something people seek out.
As delegates close more exchanges cleanly, people will put more value on
places and relationships where they can stay in someone’s debt: the
regular’s table, the running tab, the shop that lets you pay next time, the
neighbor you trade favors with. Businesses that offer an honest version of
this will grow faster than their prices alone would explain.

05 The gift ledger grows instead of shrinking.
Time freed by delegates will flow, in large part, into exchanges that bind
rather than settle: hosting, mentoring, volunteering, cooking for people,
making things for people. The settling economy will grow enormously, and
the gift economy alongside it will grow too, because it is the one place the
delegate cannot follow.

I am living a small version of this already. My delegates handle almost
every exchange in my working life that is meant to settle, and when a small
matter needs deciding, I tell them to decide it. That leaves me with less to
do and more to owe. In January 2026 I opened a room in Charleston, three
thousand square feet, where people come in person to learn how to work
with AI. It would have been easier to do all of it online. I did it in a room
because the room is where the debts are. People come in, I give them an
afternoon, they give me their attention, and some of them come back with a
friend. Nobody settles anything. That is why it works.

THE POINT

The predictions are concrete: manufactured gifts weaken, cost becomes visible,
delegated replies to gifts become rude, owing becomes valuable, and the gift
economy grows.

ASSIGNMENT

Pick the prediction you think is most wrong. Write down what you would have
to see in the next three years to be proven right.
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CHAPTER 12

The Ledger

A prediction is only worth making if it can fail. Here is each one, with
what is already true, what has to happen, and where I am probably wrong.
01 The free sample stops working on delegated customers.
ALREADY TRUE

The reciprocity effect is old and well documented, and it depends on a person
feeling a debt. Delegates already take trials and compare offers without any feeling
at all.
WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Delegates have to do a meaningful share of buying, and firms have to measure that
delegated customers respond less to gift offers.
WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Delegates may be built to favor sellers who give them something, a kickback in
machine form. If the delegate works for the seller rather than for you, the old lever
comes back through the side door. That is why it matters whose delegate it is.

02 Polish stops meaning care, and gifts start showing their cost.
ALREADY TRUE

Machine-written messages are already ordinary, and many people already feel the
flatness of a perfectly worded note they suspect was not written by the sender.
WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Machine-made gifts have to become common enough that everyone’s expectation
is retrained, so that polish stops landing as surprise.
WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

People may simply stop caring. If most receivers are happy with a lovely message
regardless of who wrote it, the cost of a gift will stay invisible and nothing will
shift. I do not think that is how expectation works, but I could be wrong about how
fast it learns.
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03 A delegated reply to a gift becomes a recognized insult.
ALREADY TRUE

Etiquette already distinguishes a form letter from a personal one, a printed card
from a handwritten one, a text from a call.
WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

It has to become possible, or at least widely believed possible, to tell when a reply
was delegated, and enough people have to be stung by one.
WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Delegates may become so personal, and so trusted, that a reply from your delegate
is taken as a reply from you. If people come to see their AI as an extension of the
self rather than a subordinate, the line I am drawing will blur.

04 Owing becomes something people seek out.
ALREADY TRUE

People already pay for belonging: memberships, clubs, regulars’ bars, local shops
they could easily replace.
WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Delegates have to settle so much of life that the loss of small debts is felt, and some
businesses have to offer an honest version of open relationships.
WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

The loss may never be felt. Small debts were often burdens, and many people may
be relieved to be rid of them, and spend the freedom elsewhere.

05 The gift ledger grows instead of shrinking.
ALREADY TRUE

People have always spent leisure on binding exchanges when they had it: feasts,
visits, crafts, service.
WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Freed time has to actually be freed, and not swallowed by screens or by more
delegated work.
WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

The freed time may flow into consumption rather than obligation. If delegates also
make entertainment endless and free, the hours I am expecting to go to other
people may go to feeds instead. This is the prediction I hold most loosely.

The strongest objection to this whole book is simple. Maybe the hau was
always a story. Maybe people never really felt the giver in the gift, and
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only told themselves they did. If that is true, then a machine-made card is
exactly as good as a handwritten one, and the gift economy will dissolve
into the settling economy without anyone missing it.

I do not believe it, for one reason. The day-care parents. Nobody told them
a story about teachers. They simply felt the debt of making someone wait,
and they stopped feeling it the moment it was priced. That feeling was real
enough to change behavior, and real enough to vanish when settled. A
thing that can be lost that easily was not imaginary. It was holding
something up.

THE POINT

Each prediction states its own failure. The deepest risk is that people never
needed the hau, and the strongest evidence against that risk is how quickly
obligation vanishes when it is priced.

ASSIGNMENT

Choose one prediction and set a reminder three years from today to check it.
Write down now what you expect to see.
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EPILOGUE

The Card, Unwritten
SUNDAY, 8:31 P.M.

You close the suggestion. The screen is empty again, and the cursor is
waiting, and you have nothing like the right words.

You write four lines. They are not very good. One of them is about the
tomatoes, and you get the variety wrong, and you leave it wrong because
fixing it would make it sound like someone else.
She will read it tomorrow and know exactly who wrote it, because nobody
else would have gotten the tomatoes wrong in exactly that way. She will
keep it, probably in the drawer with the others. And at some point, maybe
next week, maybe next year, she will do something for you that you did not
ask for and cannot repay.

That is the thing in between. It is not in the words. It is in the fact that you
are now even less even than you were. You owe her, and she owes you,
and neither of you will ever settle it, and that unsettled thing is the
relationship.

Your delegate will clear the week by morning. It will make your life lighter
in a thousand ways, and you should let it. Every exchange that was meant
to end, let it end.

Keep the rest open.

Stay in debt.
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