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embraced the future while abandoning traditional virtues. Americans, San-
tayana wrote in a 1911 letter, are “intellectually emptier than the Sahara,
where I understand the Arabs have some idea of God or of Fate.” He
abandoned Harvard and America for Europe soon after.

In his writings, Santayana distanced himself from other philosophers.
American philosophy was, he wrote, “Protestant philosophy,” too con-
cermned with pragmatic problem-solving to bother with the permanent
things. Santayana’s book Egotism in German Philosophy (1916), Epstein
writes, leaves the landscape of German philosophy like “Berlin in early
1946: scarcely any buildings are left standing.” Only Lucretius, Spinoza,
and the Greek philosophers escaped Santayana’s criticism.

Santayana devoted his life to freeing himself from illusions about the
world. He concluded that “survival is something impossible, but it is possi-
ble to have lived well and died well.”

Santayana’s stoicism lasted until his death. Two days before he suc-
cumbed to cancer, at age 88, his secretary asked Santayana if he was
suffering. ‘“Yes, my friend,” he said. “But my anguish is entirely physical;
there are no moral difficulties whatsoever.” “Philosophy had been for
him,” Epstein concludes, “a consolation, but finally also life itself.”

“Benevolence: A Minor Virtue” by John Kekes,

Benevolence in Social Philosophy and Policy (Spring 1987),
Bowling Green State Univ., Bowling Green,
Ohio 43403.

In his first important work, A Treatise of Human Nature (1739-40), the
Scottish philosopher David Hume argued that benevolence was, at best, a
restricted virtue. “The generosity of men is very limited,” Hume wrote.
“It seldom extends beyond their friends and family, or, at most, beyond
their native country.”

But should one ever be benevolent toward people one does not know?
Kekes, a professor of philosophy and public policy at the State University
of New York, Albany, argues that benevolence is no “moral master-mo-
tive.” There is no good reason, he argues, “why we, as moral agents,
should be benevolent toward the vast majority of mankind.”

Kekes defines two types of benevolence. “Limited benevolence” is a
drive to aid people whom one knows. “Generalized benevolence’ extends
benevolence beyond the range of personal contact to all human beings,
loving “thy neighbor as thyself,” as the Book of Matthew teaches.

In Kekes’ view, “generalized benevolence” is mistaken. Benevolence
should decrease as its potential objects become “more remote and imper-
sonal,” he argues. For one thing, charity may not be helpful when directed
toward targets of which the benefactor has little knowledge. It is “less
than useless,” for example, for people to donate money for suffering peo-
ple in distant lands when they do not know what caused the suffering or
whether their aid will alter the conditions that produced the problem.

Generalized benevolence, Kekes writes, undermines “our primary
moral obligations” toward family and friends. Benevolence is most useful
when intimately directed toward those who are personally close; the more
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one’s benevolence is directed toward humanity as a whole, the less one is
able to extend that special form of aid which one friend can give another.

Kekes does not argue for ignoring those in need outside of one’s inner
circle of friends, but rather that one’s aid should not be grounded merely
on a vague and general desire to “do good.” ‘People may properly be
moved to save starving children or innocents under torture, for example,
out of their particular sense of justice or decency.

There are many motives for acting charitably toward strangers, Kekes
concludes—duty, prudence, avoidance of guilt or shame. But relying
purely on benevolence as the grounds for aiding others produces an “un-
persuasive and indefensible morality.”

: “Protestantism and Poverty” by Max L. Stack-
Protestant Ethics house, in This World (Spring 1987), 934 North

Main St., Rockford, TIl. 61103.

What actions should Protestants take to aid the poor? This question has
been intensely debated by clergy and laymen in recent years. Does the
“Protestant ethic” mean that people can escape poverty only by their own
unassisted efforts? Or should Protestants follow the path of “liberation
theology,” and strive to redistribute wealth from the rich to the poor?

These questions, says Stackhouse, professor of Christian social ethics
and stewardship at Andover Newton Theological School, are not new.
They have been debated ever since the Reformation began more than four
centuries ago.

Martin Luther (1483-1546) divided poor people into two classes.
Those who became poor “by force of circumstances” (such as old age or
illness) were worthy recipients of church aid. But Luther had little patience
for those who freely chose a life of poverty. He barred his priests from
begging (a centuries-old practice in the Catholic church) and taught that
only hard work could create riches. “It is not fitting that one man should
live in idleness on another’s labor,” Luther wrote.

Thomas Miintzer (1490-1525) argued that the direct experience of
the Holy Spirit, felt most acutely by the suffering poor, was the essence of
Christianity. Therefore, he wrote, these “fighters and heralds,” blessed
with the light of the Holy Spirit, should be “an armed community of proph-
ets” and fight the godless. Miintzer was executed after a “Peasants Re-
volt” that he led against the German nobility was crushed.

Luther’s intellectual heirs include John Calvin (1509-1564), who
taught that the “blessing of the Lord is on the hands of him who works,”
and the 17th-century Puritans, who created “limited-liability”’ associations,
the precursors of the modern corporation. Miintzer’s spiritual descendants
include the Pietists, whose belief in the blessedness of the poor led to the
creation of dozens of schools and hospitals, and Georg Hegel (1770-1831),
who used Miintzer’s theology to create a “scientific”’ metaphysics which
held that historical change began with spiritual awakening.

Stackhouse concludes with a hope that the heirs of Miintzer and Luther
will fuse their thought into a new synthesis. Their inability to confront
change, he warns, might even signal “the end of the Protestant Era.”
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