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Lexico.com, an online dictionary, returns the
following for the word “thank” and its congeners:

THANK: Express gratitude to (someone), espe-
cially by saying ‘Thank you.’
THANKFUL: Pleased and relieved. [and/or] Ex-
pressing gratitude and relief.
THANKSGIVING: The expression of gratitude, 
especially to God. [and/or] (in North America) an 
annual national holiday … )

“Gratitude” and “relief” refer to these:

GRATITUDE: The quality of being thankful; 
readiness to show appreciation for and to return 
kindness.
RELIEF: A feeling of reassurance and relaxation 
following release from anxiety or distress.

And these terms also seem to relate:

GRATEFUL: Feeling or showing an appreciation 
for something done or received.  [and/or] Re-
ceived or experienced with gratitude; welcome.
GRATIFY: Give (someone) pleasure or satisfac-
tion. [and/or] Indulge or satisfy (a desire)
APPRECIATION: Recognition and enjoyment of 
the good qualities of someone or something.
SATISFACTION: Fulfillment of one's wishes, ex-
pectations, or needs, or the pleasure derived from 
this.

What people mean by thanking and thankful-
ness⚡ are clearly complex, multifaceted – and there-
fore interesting! – subjects.  They are much more 
interesting than the faith-based believers' insistence 
that Thanksgiving can only be about gratitude to-
wards their deities.  Indeed, since even evil and un-
pleasant things are “ordained by God” and “all 
things work together for good,” it follows that 
“God” should be thanked for the unwelcome as well

as the welcome.  Famine, disaster, death and disease
should be considered divine blessings.  Yet if every-
thing should be accepted with gratitude then there is
nothing that can be appreciated or truly enjoyed.  
This is only the logical consequence of theists. View
that humanity's “earthly existence” is infinitesimally
small – and therefore in practical terms essentially 
meaningless – compared to eternity.  It well shows 
how, to paraphrase the late Christopher Hitchens, 
supernaturalism poisons everything.

Considered reasonably, we see that thanking 
and related ideas have to do with what is good and 
bad.  They concern values.  They have to do with 
what gives pleasure, what is satisfying, what is de-
sirable, and/or what we conclude, after careful 
thought, that we ought to prefer.  Thus, to be grate-
ful is to have a recognition of our values.  It is to re-
alize what is valuable to us regardless of whether 
anyone else sees the same value – or any value – in 
it.  Therefore it can be not only highly subjective but
may change with time and circumstances.  But a 
sense of gratitude need not be directed towards any-
one else because it can be specific to and entirely 
contained within oneself.

When we are grateful to someone else it sug-
gests a sense of shared values, that the someone to 
whom we are grateful recognizes and honors at least
something of our own values.  There are parallel 
meanings and significance for those who are 
thanked.  All sorts of other things flow from these 
including a sense of being valued by others, of hav-
ing one's value and values appreciated, of personal 
attachment, and even of such things as obligation, 
entitlement, duty, and debt.  Curiously, it is possible 
to be grateful for what may be taken to be mistreat-
ment by others, whether it was intended as such or 
not, when it turns out to have been beneficial in
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 some way or we come to understand that it was not 
malicious.  It is an instance – and there are many – 
in which we eventually come to have new perspec-
tives.  This is part of personal growth.  Sometimes 
we even learn important lessons for which we are 
grateful at the hands of those who intended to mis-
treat us.  Our thoughts and feelings as we experience
and subsequently revisit and reinterpret such things 
contribute powerfully to becoming who we are and 
will be.  They are important ingredients in following 
Socrates' advice to “Know Thyself.”

Scientifically, we can thank the fact that we 
are a highly social species for our feelings of grati-
tude and the inclination to express them as we do.  It
is part of the social glue that we need to survive as 
humans.  Yes, it is “only,” at the most basic level, a 
matter of brain structure and neurotransmitters, and, 
evolutionarily, an adaptation to the survival strate-
gies our primate ancestors evolved.  But this does 
not make meaningless and should not prevent our 
appreciation of the subjective experience of grati-
tude.  It may well have health benefits.  More impor-
tantly, it is an intrinsic part of our humanity and one 
that we cannot help but try to make sense of.

It is a much greater difficulty for those who 
connect gratitude with the obligation to thank a de-
ity.  For it only makes sense to ask: “What does a de-
ity need with gratitude?”  We know why we humans 
have it and need it.  But where did “God” get “his?” 
The more that anthropology connects with evolu-
tionary biology including cognitive evolution, the 
greater the problem there is for the idea of an anthro-
pomorphic deity in whose image humans were sup-
posedly created.  How could an uncreated eternal 
and omnipotent “God” have come to have a need for
love, companionship, praise or worship?  There are 
plenty of animal species that do without these needs 
and, importantly, their way of survival is mostly soli-
tary and self-sufficient, just as “God's” was for an 
eternity before “he” got to creating angels and peo-
ple to love and glorify “him.”

Gratitude is a challenge and a puzzle, but one
that Freethinkers can savor while learning to make 
sense of it over and over again.  For theists it is a 
stumbling block that can never be properly under-
stood in theological terms.

⚡ Importantly, dictionaries do not define words or give 
their “true meanings.”  Dictionaries are guides to usage, 
to how people use words and what they mean in using 
them.  Dictionaries are not linguistic rule-books.
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