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roots organizing and toward highly professionalized, Washington-based
law firms and policy organizations.**

They argue that the growth of these organizations moved the environ-
mental movement away from the grass-roots, from which it originally
drew its strength. Philanthropy can also, like ODA, foster many complex
forms of dependency that can contribute to problems rather than solve
them. Perhaps the most fundamental argument that philanthropy contrib-
utes to some social problems goes back to Robert Nisbet’s observation,
quoted earlier, that a proliferation of voluntary organizations “divert hu-
man inclinations from focusing on the capture of political power.” While
this “buffering” function of intermediary organizations has its strong posi-
tive side as a contributor to social stability, it clearly has a negative side as
well. Foundations are, we have seen, the direct beneficiaries of the ex-
traordinary disparity of income distribution that American society toler-
ates. This unusually unequal distribution of wealth contributes directly to
many if not most of the pathologies of civil society that we experience.
Foundations, as beneficiaries of this inequality, have a structural stake in
soft-pedaling structural corrections of this inequality. Indeed, the habits
of thought that they encourage as responses to this inequality — model
programs for treating the victims of family abuse and the like — distract
citizens from thinking clearly about governmental initiatives that would
ameliorate the inequalities as so many European industrial societies have.

The bottom line is that the field of international development has pro-
duced substantial numbers of independent scholars and activists who are
unafraid to speak truth to power. Such truth-speaking need not be hostile,
but it does need to be fully independent. This robust independence of
thought is not evident in the current popular gloss on the role of civil
society in solving social problems in the United States — and the salubri-
ous part that philanthropy and nonprofit organizations play in that pro-
cess. The critical literature on state-sponsored philanthropy in the form of
overseas development assistance is a model of the kind of thinking that
might contribute to the development of a stronger critical literature in
philanthropy.
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(Endnotes)

201 David Korten’s most recent and most significant book, When Corporations Rule
further his critique of the effect of the global market system on local communities, the
people who lives in them, and the environment. Korten’s book is perhaps the single
most coherent statement of the new praxis of sustainable development that is emerg-
ing from theoreticians and activists around the world. It may turn out to be the core of
an emerging post-Marxist praxis of dissent from the celebration of the triumph of the
global market system.

There are few rights more fundamental than the right of people to create caring,
sustainable communities and to control their own resources, economies and means of
livelihood. These rights in turn depend on their right to choose what cultural values
they will embrace, what values their children will be taught, and with whom they will
trade. A globalized economy denies these rights by transferring the power to make
the relevant choices to global corporations and financial institutions. Who holds the
power to decide is a critical issue in the Ecological Revolution. [p.307]

Both communism and capitalism have failed to live up to their ideal in practice...There
is an important structural alternative: a market economy composed primarily, though
not exclusively, of family enterprises, small scale co-ops, worker-owned firms, and
neighborhood and municipal corporations. Malaysian consumer activist Bishan Singh
calls it the community enterprise economy, as it melds the market forces of the money
economy with the community forces of the social economy. Historian and political
economist Gar Alperowitz argues that just such a major restructuring of the American
economy is already underway. [p.312]

Korten’s analysis is also unusual in that it blends a strong progressive critique of the
transnational market economy with a cogent argument for how to recreate internal
demand in the developing countries for locally produced goods and services. The
whole argument is grounded in a trenchant critique of the World Bank, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, and the World Trade Organization, as well as the entire global
financial system:

The financial system increasingly functions as a world apart at a scale that dwarfs by
orders of magnitude the productive sector of the global economy...Joel Kurzman, for-
merly business editor of the New York Times and currently editor of the Harvard Busi-
ness Review, estimates that for every $1 circulating in the productive world economy,
$20 1o $50 circulates in the economy of pure finance— though no one knows the ratios

for sure. [p.189]

2David Korten, Getting to the 21st Century: Voluntary Action and the Global Agenda
[Hartford, Conn.: Kumarian Press, 1990].
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203 The leading proponent of this view is Mark Dowie, in his influential Losing Ground:
American Environmentalism at the Close of the Twentieth Century [Cambridge: MIT,
1995]:

Overall, foundations provide about 7 percent of the total mainstream environmental
budget. Some organizations rely more heavily on them than others; these groups tend
to be more conservative, more inclined to take the “soft path” of environmental re-
form. Mainstream environmental organizations are safe places for foundation phi-
lanthropy because they obey the unspoken dictum: “Do nothing to jeopardize the
value of your benefactor’s endowment.” Most of the nationals have been handsomely
rewarded for their obedience...The message is clear, though rarely uttered: be cau-
tious reformers, challenge specific violators, take them to court. Lobby for environ-
mental regulations. Educate the public. But don’t rock (or knock) the capitalist boat
if you intend to rely on significant foundation funding” [p.49].

Dowie also makes the interesting argument that foundation support in the national

environmental organizations has a great deal of leverage because it is project specific,
in comparison to membership contributions that go to general support funds.
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HISTORY AND THE SOCIAL SCIENCES AS
MIRRORS OF THE THIRD SECTOR

THE SHATTERED MIRROR OF SOCIOLOGY AS A DILEMMA FOR
PHILANTHROPY

Sociology is, by definition, the disciplined study of civil society, and civil
society, as we have seen, is the part of society as a whole in which the
third sector is based. So if we propose to examine the third sector seri-
ously, some understanding of the state of affairs in sociology is essential.
Anthony Giddens, a Fellow of King’s College and Professor of Soci-
ology at the University of Cambridge, in England, in Social Theory and
Modern Sociology, is a clearheaded guide to these developments.”*

If I were to suggest a single metaphor for what has happened in soci-
ology, it is as if a small number of relatively coherent mirrors that
sociology held up to society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century had been shattered into shards by the explosive evolution of
the organizations, institutions, movements and societies that they sought
to analyze. There are, Giddens suggests, three responses among soci-
ologists to the multiplicity of analyses that have emerged in recent
years. The first response is what he characterizes with C. Wright Mills’
powerful phrase as a retreat into “mindless empiricism.” This mind-
less empiricism is particularly characteristic of the instrumental uses
of sociology for which foundations and other “consumers” of socio-
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logical data are often customers. The second response is a celebration
of the diversity of perspectives, a response very much in keeping with
the post-modernist, post-structuralist analyses that are so currently
popular in many academic fields, celebrating diversity and denying
the legitimacy of any hegemonic or imperialist narrative. The third
response, which Gidden prefers, is to expect that some kind of new
synthesis will emerge from the plurality of contemporary social theories.

During the period of what I have elsewhere called the “orthodox
consensus,” —naturalism combined with functionalism — there
seemed at least to be some overall coherence to sociology. Its dissolu-
tion was accompanied by the emergence of numerous theoretical
schools, each engaged in talking past the others. As I would see things,
at any rate, that moment is now over. While...it is not in the nature of
sociology to generate anything like complete professional accord ei-
ther about its theories or methods, some general lines of agreement
are developing as to how human social life and social institutions should
best be understood. Itis undeniable that sociology emerges from these
debates considerably more sophisticated than when they first began.?*

Why should people seeking to understand philanthropy care about the
professional debates in sociology? Because, Gidden writes, “daunting
though the intellectual and practical problems facing us in the late twenti-
eth century may be, it is surely indisputable that they are above all organi-
zational and institutional in character”:

That is to say, they are in a fundamental sense sociological. The so-
ciological enterprise is now even more pivotal to the social sciences
as a whole, and indeed to current intellectual culture generally, than it
has ever been. We live today, not to put too fine a point on it, in a
world on the knife-edge between extraordinary possibility and global
disaster. We cannot say with confidence which of these alternatives is
the more likely. This is the residue of modernity for us all, and it is
distant indeed from the scenarios laid out by the more optimistic eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century founders of sociology. For they ex-
pected modernity to culminate, one way or another, in a humane and
rational social order. In the light of trends of development in the cur-
rent century, we must see these anticipations as at best premature and rash.

Nonetheless...we must defend the ambition of sociology in a practical
fashion to influence for the better the human condition...For in some
degree the unsettling character of sociology derives from the special
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position it has in respect of the practical governance of social change.
Sociology occupies a tense zone of transition between diagnosis and
prognosis.?%

If modern social systems change philanthropy is fundamentally dedi-
cated to the enterprise of changing social systems, it necessarily presup-
poses that social diagnosis, social prognosis, and social therapeutic inter-
ventions are possible. Most often, it makes these assumptions in an un-
conscious and at best common-sense way. For many of the near-term
instrumental interventions that foundations undertake, this seat-of-the-pant
social analysis is as good, if not better, than anything sociologists have to
offer. But if we are seeking to understand the role of philanthropy aspires
to of contributing to of civil society, it is worth recognizing that, behind
the facade of quantitative empiricism that sociology still presents to the
world, the foremost analysts of sociology recognize that they are working
with shards of a broken mirror. They differ only on whether it can or
should be put back together again.

THE HISTORY OF THE “CRISIS DECADES” 1972-92 AS CRITICAL TO THE
PHILANTHROPIC CHALLENGE

While professional sociologists seem more restricted than liberated in their
thinking by the history of their discipline, Giddens is right that everyone
who addresses contemporary social issues is essentially engaged in socio-
logical thinking. There is a good deal of very interesting social thinking
going on right now. Historians, because it is not their professional ambi-
tion to develop systematic approaches to social theory, are producing his-
torical analyses that contain, embedded in them, much more practical per-
spectives on what lies behind and ahead of us than sociology has charac-
teristically offered.

History, the French historian Fernand Braudel suggests, can broadly
be read at three levels. The first is the history of the immediate past — say
the history of organized philanthropy in the twentieth century, or even the
history of philanthropy from its modern origins in England during the
Industrial Revolution. This kind of history of philanthropy casts light on
many of the specific questions we have addressed in this essay.

The second kind of history is what Braudel called “long-distance his-
tory” — the study of the history of civilizations. “Civilizations are ex-
traordinary creatures, whose longevity passes all understanding. Fabu-
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lously ancient, they live on in each of us; and they will still live on after
we have passed away.” This kind of history leads us to reflect, with Braudel:

So civilization reflects a redistribution of wealth. Civilizations ac-
quire different characteristics, first at the top and then among the mass
of the people, according to their way of redistributing wealth, and ac-
cording to the social and economic machinery which takes from the
circulation of wealth whatever is destined for luxury, art or culture.?”’

Braudel goes on to emphasize that “the ground floor of a civilization
is often its crucial level. What is freedom — what is an individual’s cul-
ture — without enough to live on?”

The deeply moving import of this kind of civilizational analysis is
that it helps us step back from the chic “smartness” of workaday strategic
philanthropy and to see its place in civilization from the long view. The
history of civilizations leads us to see all of organized philanthropy in the
context of all the ways that elites have amassed and controlled wealth
through the last three millennia. In this long and deeply provocative view
of history, the real test of organized American philanthropy is not how
“smart” its daily strategies are, but its fundamental relationship to the cre-
ation and preservation of health, wealth, knowledge, culture, nature and
other fundamental life values in American civilization.

The third kind of history Braudel describes involves the identification
of major contemporary problems — political, economic, social, cultural
and scientific. This is the kind of history that most interests philanthro-
pists who trouble themselves with history at all, because it is the most
directly relevant to the problems they seek to address. Braudel writes:

When it comes to the present day, with all its potential denouements,
deciding which are the really major problems essentially means imag-
ining the last lines in the play —discerning, among all the possible
outcomes, those which are most likely to occur. The task is difficult,
hazardous and indispensable. [Italics added].”®

Braudel is assuming here that we understand that all three forms of
history involve an interdisciplinary immersion in all of the social sciences.
I noted early in this essay that Braudel has been out of fashion for
some time in historiography. This section of this essay focuses on Braudel’s
third kind of history: the difficult, hazardous and indispensable” task of
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applying the lessons of history to the contemporary dilemmas philanthropy
seeks to address. One fine example of this kind of history is Eric
Hobsbawm’s The Age of Extremes: A History of the World, 1914-1991 .2
I draw on Hobsbawm’s account, not because it is unique — in fact many
others share his analysis — but because it is succinct, compelling, and
based extensively on economic data.

Hobsbawm, an emeritus professor from the University of London and
the New School for Social Research, divides our century into three parts:
The Age of Catastrophe, 1914-1950; the Golden Age, 1950-1973, and the
Landslide, 1973-1991. Let us note to begin with that the entire history of
modern philanthropy is contained within this century and within these
three periods of this century, that the history is primarily that of an Ameri-
can institution, and that the American institution of modern philanthropy
has been transformed, in ways that I do not believe anyone has systemati-
cally examined, by the experience of each of these periods.

We will focus on the last twenty years, the period Hobsbawm calls the
Landslide:

The history of the twenty years after 1973 is that of a world which lost
its bearings and slid into instability and crisis. And yet, until the 1980s
it was not clear how irretrievably the foundations of the Golden Age
had crumbled. Until one part of the word — the USSR and the East-
ern Europe of “real socialism” — had collapsed entirely, the global
nature of the crisis was not recognized, let alone admitted in the de-
veloped non-communist regions. Even so, for many years economic
troubles were still “recessions.” The half-century’s taboo on the use of
the term “depression” or “slump,”’ that reminder of the Age of Catas-
trophe, was not completely broken. Simply to use the word might
conjure up the thing, even if the “recessions” of the 1980s were “the
most serious for fifty years.*!

“WHAT ARE PEOPLE FOR?”: THE SOCIAL CRISIS OF THE GLOBAL
MARKET ECONOMY

The central fact of the Crisis Decades, Hobsbawm writes, is “not that
capitalism no longer worked as well as it had during the Golden Age, but
that its operations had become uncontrollable. Nobody knew what to do
about the vagaries of the world economy or possessed instruments to man-
age them.”?!!

History and the Social Sciences 297



298

The historic tragedy of the Crisis decades was that production now
visibly shed human beings faster than the market economy generated
jobs for them. Moreover, this process was accelerated by global com-
petition, by the financial squeeze on governments, which — directly
or indirectly — were the largest single employers, and, not least, after
1980, by the then-prevailing free-market theology which pressed for
the transfer of employment to profit-maximizing forms of enterprise...
To put the matter another way. The peasantry, which had formed
the majority of the human race throughout recorded history, had been
made redundant by the agricultural revolution, but the millions no
longer needed on the land had in the past been readily absorbed by
labor-hungry occupations elsewhere... What would happen to the work-
ers in those occupations when they in turn became unnecessary?*2

The combination of depression and a massively restructured economy
designed to expel human labor created a sullen tension that penetrated the
politics of the Crisis Decades... The main losers were the social-demo-
cratic or labour parties of the West, whose main instrument of satisfying
their supporters — economic and social action by national governments
— lost its force, while the central block of these supporters, the working
class, broke into fragments...A number of (mainly young and/or middle
class) supporters abandoned the main parties of the Left for more special-
ized campaigning movements — notably “the environment,” women’s
movements, and other so-called “new social movements” — thus weak-
ening them...

The new political forces which stepped into this void were a mixed
assortment, varying from the xenophobic and racist on the right, via se-
cessionist parties (mainly, but not only ethic/nationalist) to the various
“Green” parties and other “new social movements” which claimed a place
on the Left.?"?

This movement of the peasantry from the countryside to industrial
work in the cities to redundancy and unemployment in the emerging knowl-
edge society is the dilemma that Kurt Vonnegut described so poignantly
in God Bless You, Mr. Rosewater. It is also the subject of Wendell Berry’s
beautiful essay “What Are People For?”, in which Berry asks:

When the “too many” of the country arrive in the city, they are not
called “too many.” They are called “unemployed” or “permanently
unemployable.” But what will happen if the economists ever perceive
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that there are too many people in the cities? There appear to be two
possibilities: either they will have to recognize that their earlier diag-
nosis was a tragic error, or they will conclude that there are too many
people in the country and city both — and what further inhumanities
will be justified by that diagnosis?

The great question that hovers over this issue, one that we have
dealt with mainly by indifference, is the question of what are people
for? Is their greatest dignity in unemployment? Is the obsolescence
of human beings now our social goal? One would conclude so from
our attitude toward work, especially the manual work needed for the
long-term preservation of the land, and from our rush toward mecha-
nization, automation, and computerization...

In the country, meanwhile, there is work to be done. This is the
inescapably necessary work of restoring and caring for our farms, for-
ests, and rural towns and communities —work that we have not been
able to pay people to do for forty years and that, thanks to our forty
year “solution to the farm problem,” few people any longer know how
to do.*!*

Another social critic who has made this decline of jobs his focus is
Jeremy Rifkin in his remarkable book The End of Work: The Decline of
the Global Labor Force and the Post-Market Era. Rifkin focuses his
analysis on the role of the Information Age and information technologies
replacing human labor in the agricultural, manufacturing and service sectors:

The wholesale substitution of machines for workers is going to force
every nation to rethink the role of human beings in the social
process...Peter Drucker, whose many books and articles over the years
have helped facilitate the new economic reality, says quite bluntly that
“the disappearance of labor as a key factor of production” is going to
emerge as the critical “unfinished business of capitalist society.”*!?

There is of course a sharp debate over whether Rifkin and others are
right that the disappearance of jobs is fundamental to the dynamics of the
information age. Optimists argue that new jobs will replace the ones that
are lost to computer-driven automation. It is significant that the respected
economist Robert Heilbroner wrote the introduction to Rifkin’s book, en-
dorsing his conclusion that we have moved from an agricultural economy
to an industrial economy to a service economy. Heilbroner writes:
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As with manufacturing, technology in the service sector created with
one hand and took away with the other. The sector grew on the back
of the typewriter and the telephone, shrank under the impact of the
Xerox machine and the mail order catalogue. But it was the computer,
of course, that brings the drama to a close, threatening to allow the
corporation to sit on its island, turning its crank while the automata go
to work. This is the historic transformation about which Jeremy Rifkin
is writing...If he is right — and his range and depth of research strongly
suggest that he is right — we are pushing the relationship of machines
and work beyond the uneasy accommodation of the last two hundred
years into a new relationship about whose configuration we can say
little except that it will have to be markedly different from that of the
past.?1

The most important part of Rifkin’s analysis for philanthropy and the
nonprofit sector lies in his view that the future of the third sector may be
absolutely crucial to a positive resolution of the global jobs crisis. Rifkin
writes:

In the coming decades, the shrinking role of the market and public
sectors is going to affect the lives of working people in two significant
ways. Those who remain employed will likely see a shortening of
their workweek...The increasing number of unemployed and under-
employed people, by contrast, will find themselves sinking inexora-
bly into the permanent underclass. Desperate, many will turn to the
informal economy to survive. Some will barter occasional work for
food and lodging. Others will engage in theft and petty crime. Drug
dealing and prostitution will continue to increase as millions of able
bodied human beings, stranded by a society that no longer wants or
needs their labor, try to better their lot in life. Their cries for help will
largely be ignored as governments tighten their purse strings and shift
spending priorities from welfare and job creation to beefed-up police
security and the building of more prisons.

While this is the course many industrial countries are on, it is by
no means inevitable. Another choice is available — one that could
help provide a cushion against the increasingly harsh blows imposed
by the technological juggernaut of the Third Industrial Revolution...The
foundation for a strong, community-based third force in American
politics already exists...The third sector, also known as the indepen-
dent or volunteer sector, is the realm in which fiduciary arrangements
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give way to community bonds, and where the giving of one’s time to
others takes the place of artificially imposed market relationships based
on selling oneself and one’s services to others. This sector, once criti-
cal to the building of the country, in recent years has slipped to the
margins of public life, edged out by the increasing domination of the
market and government spheres. Now that the two other realms are
diminishing in importance — at least in respect to the hours of avail-
able labor time given to either — the possibility of resurrecting and
transforming the third sector and making it a vehicle for the creation
of a vibrant post-market era should be seriously explored.?!”

We saw earlier in this essay that Drucker, as well as Rifkin, assigns a
critical role in the emerging global economy to the third sector. Drucker
says it must take on the tasks that traditional communities once addressed
— although there are real issues as to whether it can successfully do this.
But the great point here is that, if Rifkin, Heilbroner and Drucker are right,
the most plausible response to the global jobs crisis created by the Third
Industrial Revolution lies in the development and transformation of the
third sector. If this is true, it suggests a fundamental global role for both
philanthropy and the third sector as a whole: the role of envisioning and
recreating the world of work for the twenty-first century.

THE PARALLEL CRISES OF SOCIALISM AND THE MARKET ECONOMIES

In a brilliant comparison of the parallel but different crises of the socialist
and capitalist worlds, Hobsbawm points out that the socialist reformers
wanted to adopt a social democracy on the Swedish model:

There is no sign that Hayek and Friedman had many secret admirers
in Moscow or Budapest. It was their bad luck that the crisis of the
communist system coincided with the crisis of Golden Age capital-
ism, which was also the crisis of social democratic systems. It was
their even worse luck that the sudden collapse of communism, made a
programme of gradual transformation appear both undesirable and
impractical, and that it occurred when the root-and-branch radicalism
of the free-market ideologists was (briefly) triumphant in the capital-
ist West.?!8

But while the economic crisis of communism led to the destruction of
the social system in communist countries, communism had in fact pro-
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tected its citizens far more effectively from the rending of the social fabric
that was taking place in the triumphant West:

The inhabitants of Moscow were less worried by what troubled those
in New York or London: a visibly rising crime rate, public insecurity,
and the unpredictable violence of anomic youths. There was, obvi-
ously, little public flaunting of the kind of behavior which outraged
the socially conservative or conventional, even in the West, who saw
it as the breakdown of civilization, and darkly muttered “Weimar.”...The
relative tranquility of socialist life was not due to fear. The system
insulated its citizens from the full impact of the Western social trans-
formations because it insulated them from the full impact of Western
capitalism...The paradox of communism in power was that it was con-
servative.?"®

The fundamental economic fact of the crisis decades, which Hobsbawm
and many others have pointed to, is that the global economic system be-
gan to write off a large part of the Third World, a large part of the Second
(socialist) world, and a growing proportion of the poorer citizens within
the advanced industrial countries. This is not new, but it is fundamental.
At the same time that the world economic system was dismissing larger
and larger portions of humanity as irrelevant to its enterprise, it was also
leaching away the power of the nation states to defend its citizens from
these depredations. With declining national and personal incomes in many
parts of the world, and in the lower classes in the triumphant parts of the
world, there was a clear tendency toward racist, xenophobic and seces-
sionist politics, which further splintered the disempowered Left and which
split nations already unable to defend themselves into smaller units even
less able to do so.

Identity politics and fin-de-siecle nationalism were thus not so much
programmes, still less effective programmes for dealing with the prob-
lems of the late twentieth century, but rather emotional reactions to
these problems. And yet, as the century drew to its end, the absence of
institutions and mechanisms actually capable of dealing with these
problems became increasingly evident. The nation-state was no longer
capable of dealing with them. Who or what was?

There were, Hobsbawm suggests, two potentially effective mecha-
nisms. One was entities like the European Union, which enabled a cen-
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tralized bureaucracy in Brussels to trump the democratic preferences of
the member states. The other was the Bretton Woods institutions, mainly
the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. What the European
Union bureaucracy and the Bretton Woods bureaucracies had in common
was their legal capacity to take power away from democratically elected
governments and vest them in authorities immune to the pressures of demo-
cratic government. The fact that the IMF and World Bank were pursuing
policies congruent with the extractive and marketing interests of the glo-
bal corporations should not conceal the fact that “these were effective
international authorities, at all events for the imposition of policies by the
rich on the poor countries.”?*

At the end of the twentieth century, it remained to be seen what the
consequences of these policies were, and what their effects on world
development would be.

Two vast regions of the world were about to test them. One was
the region of the USSR and its associated European and Asian econo-
mies, which, after the fall of the western communist systems, now lay
inruins. The other was the storehouse of social explosive which filled
so much of the Third World.>*! 2>

PHILANTHROPY IN THE CONTEXT OF THE CRISIS DECADES

Why is this recital of recent historical developments truly relevant to an
examined perspective on organized philanthropy? I believe that it is pro-
foundly relevant. In The Golden Donors, Waldemar Nielsen has a particu-
larly valuable chapter on “The Changing Political Context” that makes
clear how profoundly large-scale philanthropy influences, and is influ-
enced by, the changing tides of political history. Nielsen writes:

Foundations are nonpolitical institutions that by the nature of their
work, live on the edge of politics and in the shadow of, even the em-
brace of, the programs of government. They are therefore inevitably
affected by the political environment of the times. With the election
of President Reagan in 1980 and his reelection in 1984, that political
environment has now undergone a deep and perhaps lasting change.*?

Traditionally, Nielsen points out, foundations were admired for work
with and work influencing government in certain fields, particularly health,
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education and scientific research. This tradition started with major initia-
tives in these fields by the Rockefeller and Carnegie foundations. These
initiatives were admired precisely because they addressed fields that were
not considered by the culture to be directly political.

The “problem,” such as it is, developed as the “liberal” foundations
such as Ford and Carnegie became increasingly active in explicitly politi-
cal fields.

During this time the politically conservative foundations were on the
whole far less enterprising and influential. The only intellectually cred-
ible conservative institution in that period that received their support
was the Hoover Institution for War and Peace at Stanford University.
But it was the more liberal foundations that were riding high and that
felt, sometimes rather arrogantly, that they constituted the vanguard.
In fact, however, they were riding for a fall.?**

Many factors contributed to the change in the political context that
America underwent at the end of the 1970s. Nielsen singles out two as of
special relevance to foundations. The first was the rise of the
neoconservative intellectual movement, many of whose leading members
were old participants in the leftist traditions of the 1930s and 1940s. The
second was the rise of the “Moral Majority” among traditionalists, espe-
cially Protestant evangelicals, concerned with the breakdown in social
values. As these movements emerged and allied with each other, the fun-
damental intellectual vitality in American politics began an historic shift
that has not been reversed to this day. Conservative foundations, quies-
cent in national politics until then, began to fund — and fund very effec-
tively — the ideas and values they cared about. Just as conservative grass-
roots groups began to out-organize the left using organizing tools learned
from the left, so conservative foundations began to out-strategize the lib-
eral foundations, using strategies that liberal foundations had developed.

As a result of the efforts of the neoconservatives and their corporate
and philanthropic supporters, and the neopopulists and their immense
capacity to generate individual charitable and political contributions,
a whole new political apparatus in the country has been brought into
existence. In the words of Richard Reeves, the syndicated columnist,
the capitol of the United States is now surrounded, figuratively and
literally, “by dozens of conservative institutes, foundations, and cen-
ters staffed with aggressive scholars and pamphleteers...”?
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If Nielsen were rewriting his book today, he would note that one of
the most important new initiatives of the conservative foundations, now
far more sophisticated, is to surround state capitals with conservative think
tanks and advocacy groups just as they previously captured Washington.
The Chronicle of Philanthropy reports that the JM Foundation of New
York has made $300,000 in grants to 27 research centers that focus on
state policy issues. It quotes James Capua of the William H. Donner Foun-
dation: “You will probably see a rise to prominence of the state-level
think tanks. That’s a natural place for foundation money and interest to
gravitate.”?*

At present, the conservative tide that Nielsen noted rose in the 1970s
is still running strong. As we saw when we reviewed Hobsbawm’s analy-
sis of the “Crisis Decades,” there is no particular reason to assume that
this tide will necessarily reverse itself anytime soon, although history is
full of surprises, and there is some evidence that conservatives may be
overreaching in the current rollback of environmental, health, safety, and
social support legislation. But if we look generally at what has happened
with organized philanthropy during the Crisis Decades:

First, as Nielsen makes clear, there has been a sea-change in the envi-
ronment in which politically-focused philanthropy takes place: a move-
ment from a liberal period in which the effective political philanthropy
was done by liberal foundations to a conservative period in which the
more effective philanthropy is being done by conservative foundations.

Second, regardless of which political tendency is dominant in philan-
thropy at the moment, in purely economic terms, American philanthropy
— and even much of the American third sector — has been a winner over
the last two decades as the Landslide engulfed ever growing numbers of
countries and people around the world. The stock and bond markets of
the world have continued to prove extraordinarily proficient at extracting
value from a world much of which is sinking into misery. The portfolios
of foundations have done well over these two decades, and the philan-
thropic enterprise in the United States has prospered. There is, of course,
concern that the newly wealthy are not proving as generous as had been
hoped in turning over more of their wealth to professional philanthropic
management. But the continuing growth of the third sector as a propor-
tion of the American economy attests to its viability.

Third, and again beyond the issue of which political tendency is domi-
nant, as we have seen, the overall track-record of American philanthropy
in terms of its goals and objectives is decidedly centrist. Its primary func-
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tion, sociologists like Robert Nisbet have suggested, is a “buffering” func-
tion. We quoted Nisbet earlier in the paper with respect to how effectively
a society is distracted from political action by a vast proliferation of vol-
untary organizations in which to invest time, energy and money. So if, as
Hobsbawm suggests, the last two decades are Crisis Decades, it may seem
institutionally unlikely that philanthropy will lead the way in bold new
solutions to either global or national crises of civil society.

Fourth, and now coming back to the role of philanthropy with respect
to specific political tendencies, there are important ways in which philan-
thropy has contributed to the splintering of progressive social forces that
Hobsbawm has described. Philanthropy has played a critical role in sup-
porting the “new social movements” — the civil rights movement, the
environmental movement, the women’s movement, the gay rights move-
ment, the mind-body health movement, the new spiritual movements and
the peace movement. Now there is no question that these new social move-
ments are important, even necessary, to a socially just and ecologically
sustainable future. Hobsbawm’s point, and it is worth considering, is that
the new social movements played a key supportive role in the splintering
of the old social democratic agenda. These movements certainly expro-
priated a very large share of the intellectual leadership and energy that
effective social movements concerned with the well-being of working
people have traditionally needed. The very visibility of these movements
contributed mightily, in the United States at least, to the mobilization of a
values-driven conservative reaction, and provided the political “wedge
issues” that the right has used so skillfully. In this sense, one has to ask
whether the support of progressive foundations for the new social move-
ments enabled these movements to win a series of genuinely critical battles
for social progress, but to contribute to losing the war. Hobsbawm is
careful to point out that the decisive reason for the defeat of social demo-
cratic parties was the growing incapacity of these parties to provide state-
sponsored buffers against the forces of the free-market economy. The
splitting off of the new social movements from lower and middle class
concerns was a contributing, not a decisive factor. But I do believe that
when the social history of these decades is finally written, Hobsbawm’s
observation on this important point will be supported.?”’

But even if philanthropy had not prospered during the Crisis Decades;
even if it was not primarily centrist in its goals; even if it had not contrib-
uted to the splintering of the social democratic coalition, the most funda-
mental question is what philanthropy could have done to contribute to
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resolving the global problems that Hobsbawm has described.

I want to acknowledge here the cogency of a line of conservative
thought on this question that has been described as that of the “techno-
logical optimists.” Their view is the contemporary continuation of
Spencer’s Social Darwinism as we have described it above: that life is
hard, that there have always been winners and losers, that the United States
— by not buffering its citizens with social programs — has recently proven
more competitive than the more socially minded Europeans. These tech-
nological optimists point to the real possibility (disputed Kondratieff Long
Cycle theory supports this) that a new period of global economic growth
will lift all ships starting around the Millennium, and that many more
people will benefit in the long run from free global trade than will be hurt
by it. Nor are they necessarily frightened by the implied movement to-
ward a future of “artificial people on an artificial planet.” This sci-fi opti-
mism makes them largely impervious to critiques based on environmental
limits to growth. This is recognizable historically as a strand of thought
that continues the positivist project of Enlightenment thinking against
which the Romantic, modernist, and post-modernist movements have all
in different was rebelled. But these rebellions have not stopped the jug-
gernaut of technological industrial growth, even if they have shaped it.
The technological optimists are its warrior priests, and their fortunes at
this moment are ascendant. If the technological optimists turn out to be
historically more right than wrong, then a philanthropic enterprise that
did not interfere decisively with these trends, or contented itself with car-
ing for the casualties, was by their lights doing its job.

A second perspective, held by many thoughtful people, is that we re-
ally do not know what to do about the global problematique. This is the
perspective of my colleague Don Michael and of many of the most thought-
ful futurists working today, and informs many of the deliberations about
the future that have been associated with the Club of Rome. Even if we
had effective institutions capable of clear policy responses to these
interlinked crises, this perspective holds that many of our best and most
thoughtful interventions might well result in consequences that were the
absolute opposite of what we had hoped for. This is not a trivial point.
Consider the possibility, referred to just above, that strong philanthropic
support for the “new social movements” — important as they are — may
have made an important contribution to the ascendancy of a conservative
agenda in the United States in the 1990s. Whether or not Hobsbawm is
right in this assessment, it is an excellent example of important unintended
consequences.
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Does this mean that philanthropy is unlikely to make a critical differ-
ence to resolving the global problematique described by Hobsbawm and
many others? This is a critical question. There are good arguments on
both sides.

Arguing against any potential for philanthropy to effect the major global
issues, we could say that the forces are too huge, and philanthropy is, as
we have said, too wedded to the interests of the current winners in the
global casino economy to expect this.

On the other hand, one consequence of the increasing complexity and
interdependence of the world is that there are conditions under which in-
dividual initiatives can have huge and unexpected effects on even interna-
tional outcomes. There is a paradoxical sense in which the modern world
is a world in which no one is in charge, and even the most powerful play-
ers are helpless in the face of international events and — at the same time
— the actions of individuals, small groups or small countries can catalyze
the most profound change in huge systems.

In philanthropy, a brilliant recent account in The New Yorker of the
philanthropy of financier George Soros in Eastern Europe makes dramati-
cally clear the capacity of a philanthropist with large resources to have
decisive influence at the nation-state level, in nations as large as the
Ukraine, under conditions of chaos and poverty. What Soros has done is
profoundly thought-provoking in its implications. The capacity of an
American foundation fundamentally to effect political outcomes in an-
other nation can be seen as good or bad depending on your evaluation of
its goals and objectives. Soros’s goals have been consonant with the goals
of many Americans, and therefore have been seen in this country as be-
nign. On the other hand, if Soros can affect large-scale political outcomes
for “good” ends through philanthropy, we have to face the prospect that
others will purchase enormous political power through philanthropy for
ends that we do not agree with. Of course these purchases of political
power are a routine practice for large corporations, so we can argue about
whether the presence of foundations in the international bazaar of pur-
chasing political power makes any great difference.

For most American philanthropists, the conventional wisdom is that
their resources — even if they make grants totalling tens or hundreds of
millions of dollars a year, are insufficient to have a major effect on the
great global dilemmas facing humankind. Yet at the same time, there are
significant examples in which foundations have had really major political
effects, both nationally and internationally. Soros’ dramatic large-scale
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philanthropy shows how fundamentally large scale philanthropy can af-
fect political outcomes internationally. We have already noted that some
observers believe the conservative foundations were similarly effective in
building the Reagan Revolution.

Thus at both the national level in the United States and at the nation-
state level internationally, large scale philanthropy does have the raw eco-
nomic power, skillfully used, to affect major political outcomes. But at
these levels philanthropy is functioning in an international influence-buy-
ing bazaar at which foundations are simply one class of corporate players
among many others. What are the conditions under which they are effec-
tive in buying influence? First, if the foundation is seeking to influence
outcomes in what is considered a “non-political” arena where it will not
be opposed by major organized constituencies, it is more likely to be ef-
fective. This is true when foundations are doing the kind of “traditional”
work in science, education and health that Rockefeller and Carnegie foun-
dations did so effectively in their early years. Second, in the more explic-
itly political arenas, the foundation will tend to be effective if it is moving
with current political tides, rather than against them. This is born out by
the shift in policy influence of the liberal and conservative foundations as
the political tides changed in the United States. Third, in the international
sphere, American foundations (for example) can be highly effective where
there are substantial political vacuums, where chaos and uncertainty reign,
and where the local currency is extremely cheap vis-a-vis the dollar, so
that $10 million buys the equivalent of $100 million or more in political
and social influence. This is what George Soros’s philanthropy makes
vividly clear, and the work of other large foundations makes more subtly
clear.

The somewhat surprising conclusion, then, is that it is not the techni-
cal capacity of large-scale philanthropy to influence major outcomes that
is in question. What is in question is whether foundations have the wis-
dom to know what to do where they would be able to influence outcomes
at the nation-state level. In the conventional narrative on philanthropy,
there is a lot of rhetorical support for “bold” and “courageous” philan-
thropy. Yet when George Soros can decisively influence major social out-
comes at the nation-state level, even though some of these outcomes may
from our perspective be highly positive, it becomes clear that the sword of
bold philanthropy at the international level is two-edged, and can readily
cut both ways.
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Thus the institutional restraints which make most very large founda-
tions timid in their grantmaking may be judged beneficial, when they re-
strain misguided impulses to redesign nation-states according to Ameri-
can images of virtue. Or these restraints may be judged harshly if we be-
lieve that American foundations have the right to correct what they see as
great wrongs anywhere in the world. The great contribution that Soros
makes is that his philanthropy makes clear that these institutional restraints
can be cast off by a “bold” philanthropist who has the courage of his con-
victions.

We should recognize that what we have returned to here is a true para-
dox. It is a paradox regarding our fundamental beliefs concerning the
proper use of the great independent power of large-scale philanthropy in
both national and international affairs. Soros reminds us that very large
foundations may well be able to have far more influence in international
politics than they assume they do. The real problem may not be limita-
tions on resources but limitations on philanthropic wisdom about what
kinds of bold international interventions are both useful and internation-
ally acceptable. The normal institutional constraints on large-scale phi-
lanthropy that produce timidity in grantmaking may reduce the risk of
errors of commission and increase the risk of errors of omission.

One escape from this paradox can be found if we go back to Nielsen’s
observations on the origins of modern large-scale philanthropy. We can
see that the public and the political establishment do have a very high
tolerance for large-scale and bold philanthropy if the objectives of that
philanthropy lie in fields that are not widely defined as political. Thus
Rockefeller fought hookworm, malaria, and sought to improve basic edu-
cational opportunities for blacks in the south. Carnegie built libraries, set
up retirement funds for teachers, and created technical and foreign policy
institutions. The initiatives, while often profoundly political in their long-
term implications, were seen by the key public and political constituen-
cies as appropriate efforts on behalf of the common good. By contrast,
much of more recent large-scale philanthropy has sought to line up on one
side or the other of highly contested political issues of our time. This, as
Nielsen observes, essentially invites reaction — he cites the reaction of
the conservative foundations to the liberal social initiatives initiated by
Ford Foundation and other liberal foundations. We can well imagine that
liberal philanthropic initiatives in the international sphere directed to are-
nas defined as political may also ultimately trigger equal, or larger, con-
servative reactions. On the other hand, the forceful use of philanthropic
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power internationally for widely accepted goals, such as public health, are
highly unlikely to invite retributive reactions.

Very large foundations are, properly, held to different standards than
smaller foundations. A fundamental question for our time is whether
Carnegie and Rockefeller had it right when, at the start, they focused their
very bold initiatives on issues that were not perceived as highly contested
political issues or whether more recent philanthropists have gotten it right
when they have launched their large foundations directly into national or
international battles over what are perceived to be some of the most hotly
contested value issues of our time. Like all fundamental questions, this
one has no single right answer. But it is a question that should be deeply
considered by the board and staff of any large foundation considering its
program interests.
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magazine of social opinion. Samuels’ argument is that in the decades after World War
II foundations served as instruments of the collective progressive consensus and ac-
complished great things. Today, by contrast, they appear to him neither sufficiently
ambitious nor sufficiently successful. The culprits, he believes, are the Council on
Foundations and others who have helped set “a common multicultural agenda for
foundations large and small.” The other reason he gives for what he considers the
falling influence of American foundations is the failure of the large foundations to
fund social science research as much as they once did, and to have strict evaluation of
programs by outside researchers. He ascribes earlier successes to the supposed rigor
that social science research and outside evaluation brought to bear on the develop-
ment of consensually credible solutions to social problems. Finally, he suggests that
foundations are increasingly controlled by a “tight-knit” group of senior executives
who no longer have the standing that earlier leaders like McGeorge Bundy and his
contemporaries had.

The new American elite is wealthier, better educated, more diverse. That is has failed
so completely to build on the successes of its predecessors is the ruling irony of our
national life. Unique among our institutions for their unlimited wealth, ability to
bridge professional divisions and freedom from partisan constraints, foundations are
more guilty of this failure than most. With the federal government burdened by debt
and liberal ideas held in fierce contempt by the governing majority in Congress —
and by the public that elected them — the need for fresh solutions to our public prob-
lems is more pressing now than at any time since the Great Depression. Blinkered by
their self-imposed regime of philanthropical correctness, America’s major founda-
tions are unlikely to be of much help.

I believe that Samuels is correct that the major foundations once served the liberal
consensus; absolutely incorrect that the Council on Foundations has the power to set a
“common multicultural agenda” (it reflects rather than guides its membership); and
probably incorrect that the disappearance of major visible successes in social philan-
thropy is due to a decline in social science research and review by outside evaluators.
If we look at Samuels’ thesis in the larger light of Hobsbawm’s analysis, we can see
that the movement of foundations toward a multicultural agenda reflected deeper
changes in American society, most notably the development of the “new social move-
ments” as the principal concern of the post-war socially active progressive activists.
Progressive foundations ceased to be effective instruments of the national liberal con-
sensus because the national consensus fell part, partly due to the rise of the new social
movements and more fundamentally because, as Hobsbawm suggests, the social demo-
cratic movements in Europe and the United States could no longer deliver the im-
provements in standards of living to their constituencies in the face of the globaliza-
tion of the international economy. Hobsbawm also ignores the rising influence of
America’s conservative foundations, which have played a very successful role in the
conservative revolution starting with Reagan’s presidency and continuing up to the
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present. They are currently effective because they now reflect the governing consen-
sus. But while many of his specific arguments seem wrong to me, the fundamental
point that he has grasped is that the multicultural agenda of the new social movements
is inextricably linked to the downfall of the liberal consensus of the post-war social
democratic majorities. The progressive foundations did not single-handedly create
these conditions, but by their support of the new social movements they certainly
amplified their victories. As a progressive, it is possible both to celebrate the suc-
cesses of the new social movements — even their long-term necessity — and at the
same time recognize their role in the collapse of majorities built principally around
the economic aspirations of American working people.
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thirteen

CONFLICTED VALUES IN PHILANTHROPY:
INTELLECTUAL HISTORY AND MODERN SOCIETY

Philanthropy, a friend once said, is more purely about values than any
other field.”?® Tbelieve he is right. Philanthropy, after all, gives its practi-
tioners an unusually clean slate on which to write whatever they choose.
What they choose to write reflects, ultimately, their values. Organized
philanthropy often celebrates this fundamental role of values in its enter-
prise. And yet if we explore the condition of values in contemporary
American society, we find the same kind of quandary that characterizes so
many of the other fields we have held up as fragmentary mirrors in the
search for an examined philanthropy.**

The most commonly recognized version of the values debate is, of
course, the version generated by the “culture wars” that currently pass for
political dialogue in the United States. Michael Kelly, in an article on
conservative culture warrior William Bennett, describes these wars as “the
force that is driving American politics right now — the national hunger
for a moral society.”

By this, different people mean different things. On the religious right,
for instance, the moral society means, among other things, an end to
abortion, the return of prayer in the schools, and the reestablishment
of traditional cultural values. On the left, defined by the politics of
race, gender and class, the moral society is concerned with such issues
as the inequities of the social structure, the plight of the socially and
economically oppressed, and the expansion of tolerance for behavior
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that runs against traditional standards — to the point of what Senator
Daniel Patrick Moynihan has called “defining deviancy down.” These
left-right differences are glaring, but they conceal an underlying com-
monality of viewpoint which cuts across the lines of party, race, sex
and ideology to form a consensus understanding of what a moral soci-
ety should be — and a consensus fear that America is not one.

In this convergence, the moral society is one that allows all its
citizens — and not just its upper-class ones — to lead decent lives. It
is a society that protects people from violent crime, provides a healthy
atmosphere in which to raise and educate children, affords working-
class people housing in clean, safe neighborhoods, and recognizes the
traditional family as the essential social unit. The moral society is
unified by a shared commitment to civic responsibility and by com-
mon values that are rooted in religion and patriotism. It balances rights
with responsibilities, and is not afraid to be judgmental — to demand
that people adhere to a high standard of behavior.?

In a more different analysis of contemporary value divisions, Mark
Gerzon, in A House Divided: A Journey Through Six Belief Systems Strug-
gling for America’s Soul, characterizes what he calls the six “Divided States
of America.” They are:

Patria: The Religious State
Corporatia: The Capitalist State
Disia: The Disempowered State
Media: The Superstate

Gaia: The Transformation State, and
Officia: The Governing State?!

Gerzon discusses the core values, defining events, sacred texts, pri-
mary organizations, spokespeople, electronic channels of communication,
educational institutions, advocacy groups, and ultimate authorities of each
of these “divided states.” If Bennett is able to see a convergence in sub-
stantive terms on what a moral society would look like, Gerzon, looking
closely at our divisions, is only able to offer in effect “process” recom-
mendations on how the “new patriots” seeking to reunite America can
look beyond the divisions to a greater whole. Yet I believe Gerzon, with
his critical recognition of the need for a “new patriotism” that takes us
beyond our divisions, has recognized one of the most crucial, improbable
but not impossible, goals for us to achieve.?*
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Analyzing organized philanthropy in terms of Gerzon six “divided
states” would be an interesting enterprise. All students of philanthropy
know of foundations that reflect the goals of the Religious Right; other
foundations based on a celebration of the market values of capitalism;
others fierce in their advocacy of the disesmpowered; others committed to
free speech and the global promise of the media age; still others espousing
some version of the transformational “Gaia” vision; and others soberly
analyzing policy options for the governing state. Gerzon’s schema is, in
other words, a values schema that works in capturing some of the diver-
sity of the nation’s foundation community.

Our primary concern in this discussion is not with the values conflict
as simplified by Bennett, nor even with the more sophisticated analysis
offered by Gerzon, but rather with the deeper epistemological values con-
flicts in philosophy that parallel the popular debate, and may even shed
light on it.

The concept of values separate from religious or communal belief
structures is a relatively modern one. Yet the quest for a firm foundation
for disembodied values has been a daunting philosophical project. My
colleague Don Michael describes the conclusions of Alasdair Maclntyre,
a leading philosopher concerned with these issues, who suggested in his
seminal study After Virtue that all we have left of values is fragments of
previously demolished value systems, and that therefore the choice of
values in our times is a matter of either whim or coercion.?*?

There are many, myself included, who would protest MacIntyre’s de-
scription of our values, when it comes to us personally. There are many of
us who essentially choose to believe in values that we believe are passed
down either by a specific spiritual or religious tradition, or (in my own
case), by all of the great spiritual traditions. In this belief I follow Leibnitz,
who first offered the term the “Perennial Philosophy” for this core of be-
liefs, a term that was made famous by Aldous Huxley in his great 1943
anthology of the same name, and further studied by Huston Smith in For-
gotten Truths, as well as many others.”** For example, the initial premise
of this essay, that there is a pure purpose at the heart of philanthropy which
has been celebrated by all the great spiritual traditions, is an example of
my belief in a perennial philosophy that offers us time-tested truths for
guidance.” The antinuclear activist LeRoy Moore writes: “I like your
honoring of the “perennial tradition.” But the “perennial tradition” itself
must be tested and if need be corrected by the much older, more inclusive
tradition of evolution — that is, of ecology in time (just as ecology is
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evolution at a given moment, so evolution is ecology in time.) What’s
suggested here is a way of seeing all human traditions as legitimate prod-
ucts of history which in itself occurs within a larger, broader context of
ongoing matter and energy... Testing for practical relevance to survival is
crucial, for it points to the seat of both meaning and morality; we find
meaning in searching for what connects us with ongoing life and morality
in putting it into practice. An ecological or survival ethic of this sort is the
real answer to the nihilism you mention [as deriving from certain strands
in postmodernism].”

But the very fact that I say some of us choose to believe in some great
religion, or spiritual tradition, or in the perennial philosophy, can be seen
as supporting MaclIntyre’s point. It is our choice, our “whim,” to believe
in these truths, unless you accept what our age characteristically rejects,
the proposition that these truths are in some sense revealed truths, based
on some bedrock, either of acceptance of Christ or some other great teacher,
or, as Smith and some others have argued, on the architecture of the hu-
man psyche and even the structure of the universe. Yet to believe any or
all of these things in our time remains a choice — a choice in an interna-
tional values mall where consumers may buy new values like new clothes
off a rack.

THE CHALLENGE OF POSTMODERNISM TO BOTH TRADITIONAL
AND MODERNIST VALUES

The depth of the crisis of values in our time is difficult to overstate. The
complex and confusing debate over “postmodernism” represents a useful
way to capture this crisis of both ethics and epistemology. Over the past
several decades, the debate over values has literally torn up major depart-
ments of literature, philosophy and history in many universities. Gertrude
Himmelfarb provides one of the most lucid conservative critiques of what
she considers (others strongly disagree) the “nihilism” of post-modernist
thought in On Looking into the Abyss: Untimely Thoughts on Culture and
Society. To get a sense of what is at stake, listen to his:

The Holocaust stands as a rebuke to historians, philosophers, and lit-
erary critics who, in their zeal for one or another of the intellectual
fashions of our time, belittle or demean one of the greatest tragedies
of all time...Those seeking to “deconstruct” the history of the Holo-
caust as they deconstruct all history come perilously close to the “re-
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visionists” who deny the reality of the Holocaust.

And so with philosophers and literary critics for whom there is
no reality but only language, no philosophy but only a play of mind,
no morality but only rhetoric and aesthetics. It is said of one of the
most eminent of these philosophers-cum-critics, Paul de Man, that he
“looked into the abyss and came away smiling” — which might have
prepared us for the revelation that during the war he had been a Nazi
collaborator and anti-Semite...

An even more eminent elder statesman of this school (and an even
more outspoken and unrepentant Nazi), Martin Heidegger, said that
the abyss is to be found in the sentence “Language speaks,” and that in
that abyss man can find his “dwelling place” and be “at home.” One
of Heidegger’s admirers, Richard Rorty, is repelled by his Nazism...but
does not permit these disagreeable facts to detract from his philoso-
phy. Instead, Rorty deduces from him such lessons as that philosophy
must not be “taken seriously,” that the traditional subjects of philoso-
phy (morality as well as metaphysics) should be approached “play-
fully,” “light-mindedly,” and that only a “metaphysical prig” believes
in such things as “truth” and “reality.”

Perhaps this book should be labeled “The Confessions of an Un-
regenerate Prig,” for it is dedicated to the proposition that there are
such things as truth and reality and that there is a connection between
them, as there is also a connection between aesthetic sensibility and
moral imagination, between culture and society.>*

Himmelfarb is attacking postmodernism in part because of the power
of the postmodernist critique. In her own field, history, she defines the
issues most clearly:

In a sense, modernism anticipated and tried to forestall the absolutis-
tic relativism of postmodernism by creating a “discipline” of history...
Postmodernists scoff at this aim as the antiquated remnant of nine-
teenth-century positivism... Here lies the crucial distinction between
modernism and postmodernism, between the old relativistic relativ-
ism, one might say, and the new absolutistic version. Where modern-
ism tolerates relativism, postmodernism celebrates it.*’

Even some postmodernist historians recognize, says Himmelfarb,

where the celebration of relativism leads when it comes to great moral
issues like the Holocaust.
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It is especially hard for postmodernists, who face the prosect of doing
to the Holocaust what they do to all history — relativizing,
problematizing, ultimately aestheticizing or fictionalizing it. One
postmodernist historian, Jane Caplan, raises the problem, only to con-
fess that she cannot resolve it:

“To put it bluntly, what can one usefully say about National So-
cialism as an ideology or a political movement and regime via theo-
ries that appear to discount rationality as a mode of explanation, that
resist the claims of truth, relativize and disseminate power, cannot as-
sign responsibility clearly, and do not privilege (one) truth or morality
over (multiple) interpretation?... It is one thing to embrace
poststructuralism and postmodernism, to disseminate power, to
decenter subjects, and all in all let a hundred kinds of meaning con-
tend, when Bleak House or philology or even the archaeology of knowl-
edge are the issue. But should the rules of contention be different
when it is not simply a question of History, but of a recent history of
lives, deaths, and suffering, and the concept of a justice that seeks to
draw some meaningful relationship between these?**

The relationship of feminist history to postmodernism poses these is-
sues even more acutely in terms of contemporary consciousness. Says
Himmelfarb:

The radical potential of postmodernism has been seized most enthusi-
astically by feminist historians... Joan Wallach explains the affinity
between the two:

“A more radical feminist politics (and a more radical feminist his-
tory) seems to me to require a more radical epistemology. Precisely
because it addresses questions of epistemology, relativizes the status
of all knowledge, links knowledge and power, and theorizes these in
terms of operations of difference, I think poststructuralism (or at least
some of the approaches associated with Michel Foucault and Jacques
Derrida) can offer feminism a powerful analytic perspective.”...

What is sauce for the goose... If the feminist historian can and
should write history from her perspective and for her political pur-
poses, why should the black historian not do the same — even if such
a history might “marginalize” women? And why no he working class
historian, who might marginalize both women and blacks??*

Himmelfarb is by no means alone in her concern for the ways in which
the postmodern sensibility affects social ethics. The gifted Indian writer
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Amitav Gosh, writing of the bloody riots that broke out in India after the
assassination of Indira Gandhi, noted that, while the violence had had a
profound effect on his life, he had not sought to write about it for over a
decade. The reason why reflects the ethical dilemma reflected above in
the postmodern sensibility:

Before I could set down a word, I had to resolve a dilemma, between
being a writer and being a citizen. As a writer, I had only one obvious
subject: the violence. From the news report, or the latest film or novel,
we have come to expect the bloody detail or the elegantly staged con-
flagration that closes a chapter or affects a climax. But it is worth
asking if the obviousness of this subject arises out of our modern con-
ventions of representation; within the dominant aesthetic of our time
— the aesthetic of what Karahasan calls “indifference” — it is all too
easy to present violence as an apocalyptic spectacle, while the resis-
tance to it can easily figure as mere sentimentality, or, worse, as pa-
thetic or absurd.?*

I cite Himmelfarb in this context not to endorse her conservative views in
general, but to show how profoundly the postmodernist movement in his-
tory and philosophy cuts across the great values issues of our times. On
the one hand it makes possible the “relativization” of the Holocaust. On
the other hand it has been a powerful conceptual tool for the development
of feminist history. And yet it can, in turn, turn upon feminist values, and
deconstruct, deprivilege, relativize, and ultimately annihilate them as
readily as it annihilated the Dead White Male values at which it was first
aimed. Growing out of the powerful visions of Nietzsche and Heidegger,
taking the academy by storm with Derrida and Foucault, postmodernism
poses in the most fundamental form the challenge to values that we face
today. If philanthropy, for example, is more purely about values than any
other field of endeavor, how does the philanthropist respond to the abso-
lute relativization of values that postmodernism proclaims? “The mod-
ernist accuses the postmodernist of bringing mankind to the abyss of ni-
hilism,” writes Himmelfarb. “The postmodernist proudly, happily accepts
that charge.””*' And what does the philanthropist do?

LeRoy Moore, a nuclear disarmament activist, offers a critique of
Himmelfarb:

Not all deconstructionists and postmodernists are nihilists of the sort
attacked (and I suspect caricatured) by Himmelfarb. Deconstructionism
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can be viewed as a faithful outcome of Western thought, since it car-
ries Cartesian (and pre-Socratic?) doubt and Einsteinian relativity
through to a logical conclusion. One could argue that it lays the basis
for genuine faith. Is this so bad, since language itself is a tissue of faith?%*?

Howard Gardner, the Harvard psychologist and theorist of “multiple
intelligences,” wrote:

Clearly a number of us are seeking to go beyond liberal/conservative
and to see whether there is something of value in the modern and par-
ticularly the postmodern experience, while having deep doubts about
its viability if one is interested in the survival of the planet and the species.*

Parody is a well known critical technique of postmodernism, so it is
fair to use parody in critiquing postmodernism itself. Donella Meadows,
editor of the Balaton Bulletin and one of the foremost theorists of sustain-
able development, printed “How to Speak Postmodern,” by sociologist
Stephen Katz, in a recent issue:

Postmodernism has been the buzzword in academia for the last de-
cade. Books, journal articles, conference themes and university courses
have responded to debates that focus on the uniqueness of our time, in
which computerization, the global economy and the media have irre-
vocably transformed all forms of social engagement. As a professor
of sociology...I have great interest in postmodernism both as an intel-
lectual movement and a practical problem. In my experience there
seems to be a gulf between those who see the postmodernist turn as a
neo-conservative reupholstering of the same corporate trappings and
those who see it as a long overdue break with modernist doctrines in
education, aesthetics and politics. Of course there are all kinds of
positions in between, depending upon how one sorts out the optimum
route into the next millennium.

However, I think the real gulf is not so much positional as linguistic.
Posture can be as important as politics when it comes to the intelligentsia.
In other words, it may be less important whether or not you like
postmodernism than whether or not you can speak it...Here is a quick
guide, then to speaking postmodern.
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First, you need to remember that plainly expressed language is out of
the question. It is too realist, modernist, and obvious. Postmodern
language requires that one use play, parody and indeterminacy as critical
techniques to point this out. This is a difficult requirement, so obscu-
rity is a well-acknowledged substitute. For example, let’s imagine
that you want to say something like, “We should listen to the views of
people outside of Western society in order to learn about the cultural
biases that affect us.” This is honest but dull. Take the word “views.”
Postmodernspeak would change that to “voices,” or, better, “vocalities,”
or even better, “multivocalities.” Add an adjective like “intertextual”
and you’re covered. “People outside” is also too plain. How about
“postcolonial others”? To speak postmodern properly one must mas-
ter a bevy of biases besides the familiar racism, sexism, ageism, etc.

For example, phallogocentrism (male-centeredness combined with
rationalistic forms of binary logic). Finally, “affect us” sounds like
plaid pajamas. Use more obscure verbs and phrases, like “mediate
our identities.” So the final statement should say, “We should listen to
the intertextual, multivocalities of postcolonial others outside of West-
ern culture in order to learn about the phallogocentric biases that me-
diate our identities.” Now you’re talking postmodern!**

The more closely one looks at postmodernism and its relationship to
values — and therefore to the central issues of philanthropy — the more
one realizes that the dilemma of postmodernism is a fundamental expres-
sion of the dilemma regarding both the construction of values and the
construction of reality in our time. Postmodernism is many things —
many contradictory things — but it is not a mistake. It reflects the techno-
logical, sociological, epistemological and ethical situation in which we
find ourselves. Postmodernism reflects the shattered mirrors with which
we seek to understand reality and compassionate action in the ecumene.
It is an issue to which we find ourselves returning again and again.

STRUCTURAL CHALLENGES TO VALUES IN PHILANTHROPY

Postmodernism has carried through to its logical conclusion the relativizing
process previously enshrined in modernism. The simpler structuralist habits
of thought of modernism enable us to examine the practical problems of
philanthropic values in a more concrete way.

First, let us focus on the values of those who control most of modern
philanthropy: the values of those who control the large foundations. The
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trustees of these foundations are, for the most part, relatively conserva-
tive. The program officers who dispense grants are characteristically some-
what more progressive. So let us consider as an archetypal case a very
large foundation with generally conservative trustees and a more progres-
sive staff. What is the operational role of “values” in its grantmaking?
Often the founder of the foundation provided in written form a set of val-
ues, whether rhetorical or heartfelt, that were intended to guide the work
of the foundation. The trustees probably share these values to some ex-
tent, but as time goes by feel increasingly at liberty to interpret them broadly.
The foundation president, at the nexus between the trustees and the pro-
gram officers, generally sets the “value tone” in which the culture of this
foundation will be interpreted both publicly and internally during his or
her tenure. The program officers, often but not always more progressive
than either the trustees or the president, will derive some pleasure from
how far they can “push the envelope” in making grants that embody more
progressive values than the trustees might otherwise choose.

That is one way values might play out in a typical very large founda-
tion. Now let us address a second issue. Assume for a moment that the
values of the Xerxes Foundation are socially progressive. What do the
president and board do about the fact that, while 5% of the capital of the
foundation is paid out each year to fight the good fight for social justice,
95% of the capital of the foundation is hard at work reinforcing the system
that the progressive grantmaker is seeking to change? This is an issue
numerous progressive grantmakers have sought to address, using portfo-
lio managers that apply a variety of social and environmental “screens” to
their investment process. But the ethical screening mechanisms for phil-
anthropic portfolios are often, many would argue, largely symbolic. It
would be interesting to study the cases in which ethical screens have re-
ally made an important difference. South Africa might be one case; there
are probably others. One could even argue that the ethical screens have
been a contributing element in the “greening” of some corporations. Yet
the fact that a foundation refuses to invest in a dozen or a hundred compa-
nies engaged in particularly noxious businesses does almost nothing to
change the system itself, and the companies the foundation does invest in
are typically in constant commerce with the handful it chose to exclude.?*
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THE DIFFERENT VALUES DILEMMAS OF CONSERVATIVE
AND PROGRESSIVE GRANTMAKERS

This fundamental fact — the deep and inextricable engagement of foun-
dations with the heart of the free-market system — fundamentally affects
what can be said about the true operational values of American philan-
thropy. Conservative foundations are in a far better situation ethically as
well as strategically on this issue. Ethically, since conservatives celebrate
the functioning of the free-market system, they have no fundamental val-
ues conflict between their investment position and their program work.
Strategically, they are at present working with the underlying direction of
the global free-market system. The point here is that the staff and board
of a conservative foundation can and often do align its religious values, its
ethics, its program, its investment policy, and its confidence that it is work-
ing with the flow of history. The capacity of conservative foundations to
take a position of ethical consistency makes them fundamentally differ-
ent, in a values perspective, from progressive foundations in our time.

Progressive foundation officers also have more than a conflict be-
tween their investment portfolio and their program values. They also have
a conflict between their personal economic interests and their professed
values. This conflict is as difficult as the institutional one. The program
officers are dependent for their economic well-being on the continued
prosperity of the foundation for which they work. Nor is this simply a
personal dilemma. Progressive foundation officers are dependent on the
continuing prosperity of the free-market system as a social group. This
means that the whole ethos in which they work is fundamentally value-
conflicted, not in obscure ways but in ways that are obvious to them and
to others. Of course, the progressive nonprofits that these foundation of-
ficers fund are equally caught in this values conflict. Indeed, the entire
independent sector is largely living off the profits of the American free-
market system. So this creates fundamental institutional, personal, and
class values conflicts for those who seek from a progressive perspective
to change the social system. This cognitive and ethical dissonance con-
trasts sharply, as we have seen, with the situation of conservatives work-
ing for conservative foundations or nonprofits.

These are simply the most obvious structural conflicts that progres-
sive grantmakers and nonprofit activists face. But everyone in the third
sector, along with everyone in modern society, faces a more fundamental
reality regarding the condition of values in our time, along the lines that
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Maclntyre described when he said that all we have left of values is the
fragments of previously demolished value systems. To begin with, there
is good evidence that free-market capitalism itself erodes traditional val-
ues wherever it comes into play. Many conservative theorists would con-
test this analysis. But the fact is that traditional values have been most
deeply eroded in the West, where the free market has been least encum-
bered; they have eroded rapidly in the former Soviet bloc, where, as
Hobshawm indicated, the great paradox was that Communism in power
was a socially conservative force, protecting the social fabric from the
effects of the free-market system; and traditional values are also being
eroded in the emerging Asian countries, where the celebration of Confu-
cian values is in fact a rear-guard action being fought by authorities against
the rising forces of the youth culture, crime and social dissolution, which
have characterized the emergence of dominant free-market systems ev-
erywhere.

Now just as I have described the ethical bind in which progressive
grantmakers find themselves above, so, similarly, I would suggest that
conservative grantmakers face an equally fundamental conflict if they
honestly consider the effect of the free-market system that they celebrate
on the values they cherish. And I am not aware that they have been any
more forthcoming about these conflicts than their progressive brethren.

THE SHATTERED MIRROR OF VALUES IN PHILOSOPHY: THE
ENLIGHTENMENT, ROMANTICISM, MODERNISM AND POSTMODERNISM

We turn now to the most intellectually demanding subject we have dis-
cussed in this essay: what we can learn from the history of philosophic
thought about the values dilemmas faced by modern philanthropy. If the
first several pages of this discussion are dense, I encourage the reader to
stay with the discussion, because the issue of values is one of the central
concerns of philosophy. To think clearly about values in philanthropy, we
have to understand, at least in outline, the debate between Enlightenment
values, Romantic values, and modern and postmodern values, as that de-
bate has played out over the past several centuries. We have previously
looked at the challenge that the “absolutistic relativism” of postmodernism
poses to the “relativistic relativism” of modernism. In this section, we go
deeper into what has happened to values specifically in the field of phi-
losophy. When we have done that, we will examine the values of the
“human potential movement,” which have been quite influential in cer-
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tain sectors of progressive philanthropy, and see how these values fare
under philosophical scrutiny.

Values, after all, come both from society and from the self. In a soci-
ety that no longer offers coherent values, but instead a supermarket of
values from which to choose, we are cast back on the self as a source of
values. But at the same time we have become aware that the self is to a
large extent a construct: the self itself is sociologically and culturally rela-
tive, differing from society to society, culture to culture, personality to
personality. Charles Taylor, in his brilliant historical study Sources of the
Self, describes the Western historical origins of contemporary values as
essentially a conflict among three traditions:

The map distributes moral sources into three large domains: the origi-
nal theistic grounding for these standards; a second one that centers
on a naturalism of disengaged reason, which in our day takes scientistic
forms, and a third family of views which finds its sources in Romantic
expressivism or in one of the modernist successor visions.?*

While there is considerable surface agreement on surface values among
these traditions — “the long-standing moral notions of freedom, benevo-
lence, and the affirmation of everyday life” —there is great tension be-
neath the surface between those who believe in “disengaged instrumen-
talism and the Romantic or modernist protest against it.”

If this seems abstract, consider, as Taylor does, the beliefs clustered
around the “human potential movement,” which has deeply influenced so
many younger philanthropists as a source of their values.

Many of the ideas of the “human potential” movement in the United
States ...go back to the original [Romantic] expressivism, partly through
the indigenous American line of descent, including Emerson and
Whitman. These movements often incorporate post-Freudian psychol-
ogy, but frequently (as Europeans often remark) without the tragic
sense of conflict which was central to Freud.?*

But this naive tradition of expressivism essentially assumes that ev-
erything will work out right in the world if we all express our deepest
selves fully, an assumption that Taylor characterizes as “pre-
Schopenhauerian.”
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The original Romantic expressivism [from which the “human poten-
tial movement” often draws its values], for all its tendency to exalt art,
saw expressive fulfillment as compatible with morality, defined in terms
of modern standards. For Schiller, the full development of the play
drive would make it possible to be spontaneously moral; we would no
longer have to impose rules on our unwilling desires. But subsequent
developments, through Schopenhauer, through the Baudelarian repu-
diation of nature, call this pre-established harmony into question and,
through this, raise the issue of whether an aesthetically realized life
would also, could also, be moral.?*

Taylor rightly points to this issue as one of the fundamental conflicts
of post-modernism: the perceived gap between the “disengaged instru-
mentalism” of what we consider social good and the high price that good
may exact from us in terms of wholeness. “This is a question which has
come to the fore with certain ‘post-modern’ writers influenced by Nietzsche,
like Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault.”**

As Taylor traces the central value conflicts of our time, the disen-
gaged instrumentalism that supports an optimism about ““a utilitarian value
outlook...entrenched in the institutions of a commercial, capitalist, and
finally a bureaucratic mode of existence,” is seen as emptying life of its
“richness, depth or meaning.” And yet, for all the power of this critique,

The goods may be in conflict, but that doesn’t mean they refute each
other. The dignity which attaches to disengaged reason is not invali-
dated when we see how expressive fulfillment or ecological responsi-
bility have been savaged in its name.

What a narrow view of these values conflicts loses, according to Tay-
lor, is the fact that “there may be genuine dilemmas here, that following
one good to the end may be catastrophic, not because it isn’t a good, but
because there are others which can’t be sacrificed without evil.**°

Let us go back to the “human potential movement” as a source of
values for many young philanthropists. Its central values, Taylor sug-
gests, are “self-expression, self-realization, self-fulfillment, and discov-
ering authenticity.” Together they make up “the cultural turn which has
been named ‘the triumph of the therapeutic.””

As critics have pointed out, the modes of life which this outlook en-
courages tend to a kind of shallowness. Because no non-anthropocentric
good, indeed nothing outside subjective goods, can be allowed to trump
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self-realization, the very language of morals and politics tends to sink to
the relatively colourless subjectivist talk of ‘values.’... A society of self-
fulfillers, whose affiliations are more and more seen as revocable, cannot
sustain the strong identification with the political community which pub-
lic freedom needs.

Robert Bellah and his co-authors probe this erosion of the political in
their Habits of the Heart. The primacy of self-fulfillment, particularly
in its therapeutic variants, generates the notion that the only associa-
tions one can identify with are those formed voluntarily and which
foster self-fulfillment, such as the ‘life-style enclaves’ in which people
of similar interests or situations cluster. Beyond these associations lie
the domain of strategic relations, where instrumental considerations
are paramount.”!

Taylor’s critique of the “human potential movement” values point to
their deficiencies. What he does not point to is their strengths. The hu-
man potential movement can be seen from another perspective as a kind
of gut human response to the relativistic and absolutistic relativisms of
both modernism and postmodernism. The human potential movement
reasserts, in some respects, perennial values found in all the great spiritual
traditions, although it clearly reformulates these values for its own time
and situation.”* The central point here is that the human potential move-
ment, along with some of the other “new social movements” such as femi-
nism, environmentalism, and the human rights movement, represent in
certain respects reassertions of the possibilities of finding foundational
values in self, in nature, and even in the reassertion of the radical respect
for human rights that John Stuart Mill enshrined in On Liberty.”

We have taken Taylor’s critique of the “human potential movement”
cluster of values as an example of what happens when we examine a clus-
ter of contemporary values from the perspective of the greatest thinkers
who have considered these issues over the past several centuries in the
West. Taylor’s fundamental point is not that the values of the “human
potential movement” are wrong, but rather that they are in fundamental
tension with other critical goods of contemporary life, particularly those
which engage us in the political and community life of our times.

Taylor himself does not have the answers:

From all these examples, in my view, a general truth emerges, which
is that the highest spiritual ideals and aspirations also threaten to lay
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the most crushing burdens on humankind...[ Yet] adopting a stripped-
down secular outlook, without any religious dimension or radical hope
in history, is not a way of avoiding the dilemma, although it may be a
good way of living with it. It doesn’t avoid it because this too in-
volves its ‘mutilation.” It involves stifling the response to some of the
deepest and most powerful spiritual aspirations that humans have con-
ceived...

Is this the last word? Does something have to be denied? Do we
have to choose between various forms of spiritual lobotomy and self-
inflicted wounds? Perhaps. Certainly most of the outlooks which prom-
ise us that we will be spared these choices are based on selective
blindness...But if  may make one last unsupported assertion, I want to
say that I don’t accept this as our inevitable lot. The dilemma of our
mutilation is in a sense our greatest spiritual challenge, not an iron
fate.>*

We proposed at the start of this discussion that philanthropy is often
seen as more purely about “values” than any other modern enterprise. In
an important sense this observation is both useful and true. But when we
begin to look at what this means, we see that postmodernism has exploded
the structures of values that modernism relativized; and that the values
that guide both progressive and conservative philanthropy are deeply con-
flicted, perhaps even more for progressive than for conservative philan-
thropists. And even if we ignore these structural conflicts, a deeper look
at specific packages of values, such as those that many progressive phi-
lanthropists derive from the “human potential movement,” shows that these
value packages are themselves in deep conflict with other fundamental
values that support a democratic society. We see that, if the march of capi-
talism itself is historically associated with the erosion of traditional val-
ues, similarly the march of modern thought has itself been similarly de-
structive of certainties about traditional values. The relative confidence
about values that characterized the great systems of nineteenth century
thought have been as shattered by the twentieth century as has the confi-
dence in the march of science, of sociology, of progress itself.

HAVE THE ELITES BETRAYED DEMOCRACY? THE IMPLICATIONS FOR
ORGANIZED PHILANTHROPY

What this brief review of the recent philosophical history of values sug-
gests is that the dependence of philanthropy on values actually raises some

330 Part Two: Philanthropy and Civilization



of the most fundamental questions that those who think about the human
condition have sought to address. Is there a way out of this multi-faceted
dilemma, which includes (1) the fundamental dependence of philanthropy
on values to guide it; (2) the conflict philanthropists face between their
personal and class interests and their progressive or conservative values;
and (3) the basic question of the grounds on which values — the compass
of both personal lives and philanthropy — are based?

The late Christopher Lasch, author of The Culture of Narcissism, left
a final book behind after his death that was published this year entitled
The Revolt of the Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy. In it, he pre-
sented what I regard as an important suggestion of a common sense and
pragmatic way out of the third part of this dilemma, but an intensification
of the second part.

The great value of Lasch is that he rises above the exhausted conser-
vative-liberal dichotomy. He embraces a populist perspective, close in some
ways to Wendell Berry, whom he cites repeatedly. Lasch is profoundly
critical of contemporary elites — philanthropists included — for having
abandoned their concern for Middle America and embraced transnational
values. In previous times, he writes,

[Old-style] philanthropy implicated elites in the lives of their neigh-
bors and in those of generations to come...Thanks to the decline of old
money and the old-money ethic of civic responsibility, local and re-
gional loyalties are sadly attenuated today. The mobility of capital
and the emergence of a global market contribute to the same effect.
The new elites, which include not only corporate managers but all
those professions that produce and manipulate information — the life-
blood of the global market — are far more cosmopolitan, or at least
more restless and migratory, than their predecessors. Advancement in
business and the professions, these days, requires a willingness to fol-
low the siren call of opportunity wherever it leads. Those who stay
home forfeit the chance of upward mobility. Success has never been
so closely associated with mobility...Ambitious people understand,
then, that a migratory way of life is the price of getting ahead. Itis a
price they gladly pay, since they associate the idea of home with intru-
sive relatives and neighbors, small-minded gossip and hidebound con-
ventions. The new elites are in revolt against “Middle America” as
they imagine it: a nation technologically backward, politically reac-
tionary, repressive in its sexual morality, middlebrow in its tastes, smug
and complacent, dull and dowdy. Those who covet membership in the
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new aristocracy of brains tend to congregate on the coasts, turning
their back on the heartland and cultivating ties with the international
market...It is a question of whether they think of themselves as Ameri-
can at all. Patriotism, certainly, does not rank very high on their hier-
archy of virtues. “Multiculturalism,” on the other hand, suits them to
perfection...”

Lasch obviously belongs to that community of academics in revolt
against what he describes as academic “pseudo-radicalism.” But he is
equally critical of the conservative and the “multicultural” progressive
solutions to our dilemma. His fundamental belief is populist: that exces-
sive wealth and luxury is indecent; that democracy grows out of a self-
reliant middle class of small business people, farmers and skilled work-
ers; and that government policies should strengthen middle-income people,
reward self-reliance, and contribute to shared democratic values. He has
captured the essence of the values debate between radicals and conserva-
tives that Himmelfarb addressed above:

These controversies are bitter and inconclusive because both sides share
the same premise: that knowledge has to rest on indisputable founda-
tions if it is to carry any weight. One faction — identified with the left
although its point of view bears little resemblance to the tradition it
claims to defend — takes the position that the collapse of
“foundationalism’ makes it possible for the first time to see that knowl-
edge is merely another name for power. The dominant groups — white
Eurocentric males, in the usual formulation — impose their ideas, their
canon, their self-serving reading of history on everybody else. Their
power to suppress competing points of view allegedly enables them to
claim for their own particularistic ideology the status of universal,
transcendent truth. The critical demolition of foundationalism, ac-
cording to the academic left, exposes the hollowness of these claims
and enables disenfranchised groups to contest the prevailing
orthodoxy...Once knowledge is equated with ideology, it is no longer
necessary to argue with opponents on intellectual grounds or to enter
into their point of view. It is enough to dismiss them as Eurocentric,
racist, sexist, homophobic — in other words as politically suspect.

Conservative critics of the university, understandably uneasy with this

sweeping dismissal of Western culture, can find no way of defending it
except by appealing to the very premise the collapse of which invites the
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attack on the classics: that acknowledgement of certain axiomatic prin-
ciples is the precondition of reliable knowledge. Unfortunately for their
cause, it is impossible, at this late date, to resurrect the absolutes that once
seemed to provide secure foundations on which to build dependable struc-
tures of thought. The quest for certainty, which became an obsessive theme
in modern thought when Descartes tried to ground philosophy in indubi-
table propositions, was misguided to begin with. As John Dewey pointed
out, it distracted attention from the real business of philosophy, the at-
tempt to arrive at “concrete judgements...about ends and means in the
regulation of practical behavior.” In their pursuit of the absolute and the
immutable, philosophers took a disparaging view of the time-bound and
contingent. “Practical activity,” as Dewey put it, became in their eyes
“intrinsically an inferior sort of thing.” In the world view of Western phi-
losophy, knowing came to be split off from doing, theory from practice,
the mind from the body.?¢ [Italics added]

Conservatives, Lasch believes, see foundationalism as “the only de-
fense against moral and cultural relativism.” Radicals, having demol-
ished foundationalism intellectually, cannot and do not wish to replace it
with any consensual reality, and therefore embrace multiculturalism and a
flowering of different narratives, but with an underlying “skepticism so
deep that it becomes indistinguishable from nihilism.” This is the place at
which Lasch offers a plausible way out of this particular aspect of the
dilemma:

That this is not, in fact, the only possible outcome would have been
abundantly clear to Dewey, and the revival of pragmatism as an object
of historical and philosophical study — one of the few bright spots in
an otherwise dismal picture — holds out some hope of a way out of
the academic impasse.?’

Pragmatism, as American as apple pie, is an attractive way out of the
conservative-radical dispute over foundationalism for many reasons. Prag-
matism does not need to deconstruct the Holocaust. And if I were a femi-
nist historian, I would far prefer to develop a feminist perspective on his-
tory based on pragmatism rather than postmodernism, for the simple rea-
son that pragmatism does not threaten to devour its young in the way that
the absolute relativism of postmodernism threatens the core values of femi-
nism. For our purposes, chief among the attractions of pragmatism is that
it makes sense in terms of the underlying beliefs and practices of most
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good people who work in philanthropy and the nonprofit world. In this
sense, Lasch really helps us as we try to think out an approach to values
that would add some coherence to the shattered and chaotic position of
both social knowledge and values in our time.

But in another way, Lasch deepens our appreciation of the values con-
flicts in philanthropy, specifically with his view that the political beliefs
and values of the elites are simply not central to their structural interests
and positions. The new elites, including the managers of organized phi-
lanthropy, are not particularly well characterized by the values and politi-
cal positions they espouse. The wide variety of occupations of occupa-
tions held by the new elites and the absence of a common political outlook
make it “inappropriate to characterize managerial and professional elites
as a new ruling class”:

Alvin Gouldner, in one of the most convincing attempts to anatomize
the “new class,” found the unifying element in their “culture of criti-
cal discourse,” but even though this formulation captures an essential
feature of the secular, analytical attitude that now prevails in higher
circles, it exaggerates the intellectual component in the culture of the
new elites and their interest in the rationalization of life...

Robert Reich’s category of “symbolic analysts” serves...as a use-
ful, empirical, and rather unpretentious description of the new class...A
more serious objection than imprecision is Reich’s extravagantly flat-
tering portrait of the “symbolic analysts.”?*

Who are these people, then, “who control the international flow of
money and information, preside over philanthropic foundations and insti-
tutions of higher learning, manage the instruments of cultural production
and thus set the terms of debate”?>’

The very fact that they are not a class in the traditional sense of shared
occupations, ideologies and values, has made them hard to identify. The
widespread embrace of the “meritocratic” definition of democracy, where
increasingly multicultural and gender-neutral access to elite status has hid-
den the decline of living conditions for the population as a whole, has
reinforced the legitimacy of the elites even as they have profited from this
skewing of national income, and also has blurred our sense of who they
actually are.

Yet nowhere is it clearer that the new elites constitute an increasingly
coherent community of interests than when one watches the MacNeil-
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Lehrer News Hours on PBS, or listens to the opinion talk shows that fea-
ture journalists from the left and right in debate. It is very clear that the
“values” of the representatives of the left and the right are far less defin-
ing of their interests than what they have in common. The central point
for us is that the values that are properly said to be so central to philan-
thropy are, in the emerging strata of the managerial and professional elites,
in fact increasingly irrelevant to their real inferests as members of these
strata. To put it differently, values are increasingly part of the strategic
armamentarium of different segments of the elites. The belief systems of
these elites almost characteristically change over the course of a lifetime;
they change with personal and social experience and evolution; however
sincerely values are held, they are also held more lightly, more relativisti-
cally, and more fluidly than they were held in the past.

We have seen, we should emphasize, a great discomfort among some
sectors of these elites with what is happening to values. We have sug-
gested that the human potential movement, the environmental movement,
feminism, the human rights movement, and conservative foundationalism
all represent different efforts to re-ground values in the face of contempo-
rary values relativism, even if some of these tendencies (such as femi-
nism) use postmodernism as a way to deprivilege prior value structures
that they seek to overthrow.

Perhaps more socially significant is the evidence of a broad return to
religious and spiritual traditions across the political spectrum as a response
to this relativization of values. It is certainly no accident that one of the
most widely read self-improvement books for businessmen and other mana-
gerial and professional people, Stephen R. Covey’s The 7 Habits of Highly
Effective People, makes a central argument that the most effective people
work from deeply held principles. Covey closes his book with the state-
ment that he believes these principles are “natural laws, and that God, the
Creator and Father of us all, is the source of them, and also of our con-
science.” Covey quotes Teilhard de Chardin: “We are not human beings
having a spiritual experience. We are spiritual beings having a human
experience.”*® And Covey is part of a powerful tradition at the heart of
the American business community. The late Robert K. Greenleaf found a
similar resonance in the business and organizational communities with
his conception of Servant Leadership, which built on Herman Hesse’s
fable of Leo, in Hesse’s Journey to the East. As Greenleaf tells the story:

In this story we see a band of men on a mythical journey, probably
Hesse’s own journey. The central figure in the story is Leo who ac-
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companies the party as the servant who does their menial chores, but
who sustains them with his spirit and his song. All goes well until Leo
disappears. Then the group falls into disarray and the journey is aban-
doned. They cannot make it without Leo. The narrator, one of the
party, after some years of wandering finds Leo and is taken into the
Order that had sponsored the journey. There he discovers that Leo,
whom he had first known as servant, was in fact the titular head of the
Order, its guiding spirit, a great an noble Leader.>!

This is the point at which the religious and spiritual communities,
which transcend the progressive-conservative continuum, actually meet.
You can find a discourse among Americans who have embraced the Bud-
dhist traditions, for example, that is as emphatic about “lawful” living as a
Mormon like Covey or a seeker like Greenleaf.

The question of whether this return to spiritual and religious values
represents the wave of the future, or whether it represents the same kind
of reaction against the forces of the free-market system that one finds in
fundamentalist Islam, Confucianism, Hinduism, and Christianity, but ad-
justed to the more complex and variegated preferences of the new elites,
is one of the most fundamental questions of our time. Since we cannot
answer the question of what the future holds, we must content ourselves
here with the observation that, structurally speaking, in terms of interests,
deeply held and coherent values are not only uncharacteristic of the new
elites, they are for the most part a disadvantage to professional progress,
except to the degree that some people are able, as Covey recommends, to
lead lives of principle successfully while surrounded by inducements not to.

Philanthropy is a mixed case with respect to the inducements to live
an unprincipled life. In one way, philanthropy may be one of the few
sectors controlled by the new elites in which actually having deep prin-
ciples can be more a benefit than a hinderance in work as well as in per-
sonal life. For one thing, philanthropists are often successful idealists,
people who have come up through relatively idealistic nonprofit organi-
zations and are called on to continue good works from the foundation side
of the table. Secondly, since philanthropy is essentially about giving away
money in the best way that one can imagine, there is generally not the
same conflict between deep principles and work that one finds in busi-
ness, law, and many other sectors. We have pointed to the structural ten-
sions that philanthropists, especially progressive ones, face between their
social values and their interests, but it is arguably possible to live with

Part Two: Philanthropy and Civilization



these tensions in a principled way. On the other hand, since organized
philanthropy is a subculture with important resonances to the courtier cul-
tures of the past and the bureaucratic cultures of the present, the induce-
ments of philanthropy may undercut people who stand by deeply held
principles as they cope with the fluid equations of money, power and per-
sonality with which they must work every day.

Perhaps one of the clearest indicators of the conflicted position of
values and principles in organized philanthropy today is that the currency
of praise among philanthropists is usually that of strategic intelligence,
not principles. “She’s really smart” is the three-and-a-half word mark of
high respect among program officers — not “She’s deeply principled.” It
is not that deep commitments to social justice or other causes are absent
from the picture, but rather that strategic intelligence is the amoral (not
immoral) quality of professional value that cuts across the conflicted field
of principled purpose. “She’s really smart” reflects, of course, our ongo-
ing commitment to the “disengaged instrumentalism” of the Enlighten-
ment project and its successor value systems that Charles Taylor described
above.” A question I have not seen explored is the parallel between the
erosion of core personal and societal values and the erosion of essential
values in the marketplace. During the same decades, starting in the 1960s,
that personal and societal values were challenged, marketplace values went
through a similar transformation. First, the values of stocks detached (not
for the first time, but at a different level) from the underlying value of the
companies they represented. Secondly, in the following decades, the United
States and most other countries abandoned the gold standard that under-
lay the value of their currencies. Thirdly, it was also during these decades
that the United States went from being a great creditor nation to a great
debtor, and simultaneously that the value of American currency fell dras-
tically against other major currencies. The result was a relativization of
the concept of values in economics that closely paralleled the relativization
of values in personal life and social life. This shift in the concept of eco-
nomic values played itself out in several aspects of financial theory, where
the “old school” of investors, represented by the billionaire investor
Warren Buffett and his colleagues, were at war with the academics in the
business schools. Roger Buffett, according to his biographer Roger
Lowenstein, believed that finding the “essential value” underlying stocks
was a difficult and partially subject exercise, but was achievable through
reasoned analysis.
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of the Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation. “Clearly it is not a science but more an art and
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235 The antinuclear activist LeRoy Moore writes: “I like your honoring of the “peren-
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products of history which in itself occurs within a larger, broader context of ongoing
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245 John L. Levy writes: “Whether or not socially responsible investments under- or
over-perform those without screens is still a controversial question. Some knowl-
edgeable and responsible investment managers are convinced that over the long haul
socially screened investing will outperform the market...Also your suggestion that
such screened investing doesn’t change the system is open to question. There are
indications that, as more and more investors adopt social screens, at least some com-
panies will modify their practices so as to make their stock more acceptable.”

Similarly, Stephen Viederman of the Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation, writes: “Yes,
screening initially is simply a matter of maintaining integrity. Beyond that, as more
and more of us do it, there is potential because the number of shares [we hold] in any
particular company becomes greater. Then there is the matter of whether or not we
choose to be active or passive. Noyes chose to be active and was joined by others and
is making some headway albeit slowly. We are doing this not only for our purposes
but as a way of supporting a grantee. In addition our venture capital program is put-
ting our money where our mouth is in a different way. There we can impact corporate
cultures directly because we are getting in at the beginning...

“The question of whether one loses money is not as simple as you suggest. The Do-
mini Social Index, for example, has consistently in its five years of existence outpaced
the S&P 500. Since most money managers don’t do better than the S&P 500, if that
well, that’s not a bad measure.
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“This brings us to the general question of measurement. Rates of return and market
valuation are clear. But how do you measure the impact of Exxon? How do you
measure the returns of tobacco companies? Shouldn’t that be part of our calculus?”

Steve Viederman and Edward Tasch, respectively president and treasurer of the Jessie
Smith Noyes Foundation, recently articulated their investment philosophy in more
detail in The Chronicle of Philanthropy, “Foundations Must Invest with a Social Con-
science,” [October 5, 1995, 50-51]. They critique the “iron curtain” between program
goals and investment strategies, “reinforced” by a recent Council on Foundations re-
port on asset management that never mentions ethical issues in relating program mis-
sion to portfolio investment.

It is time to change. Our planet will soon have 10 billion inhabitants, making it more
important than ever to deal with the gross inequities in the distribution of goods and
services. Given our problems, it is neither prudent nor realistic to use narrow defini-
tions of fiduciary responsibility that do not take into account social, environmental
and other issues.

“Once we realized the cognitive dissonance, we could no longer deny it,” the authors
write. In a publicized incident, the foundation took on Intel, the giant computer-chip
company, which its grantee, the Southwest Organizing Project, had been fighting in
New Mexico over a planned plant expansion. Instead of divesting its stock, the foun-
dation spoke on the issue at the 1994 Intel stockholder meeting, then filed a stock-
holder resolution in 1995. Other advocacy organizations joined, and the company
began to pay attention and to meet with the organizers in New Mexico. Noyes is also
active with a small part of its portfolio in socially and environmentally responsible
venture capital projects. “When a foundation’s mission and its fiduciary responsibil-
ity are both viewed as key elements of a philanthropy’s purpose, then grantmaking
and asset management can become mutually reinforcing instruments of change.”

Viederman can legitimately make the case that profits on socially responsible funds
are adequate to meet fiduciary responsibility. Given that most money managers do
not regularly beat the S&P 500, and the Domini Social Index has over the past five
years, the argument is reasonably strong. But many foundation investment managers
seek to beat the S&P 500 by significant margins over time. In this regard, of five
investment advisors selected by the New York Times to advise on hypothetical portfo-
lios over the calendar year 1995, the “socially responsible” portfolio managed by Jack
A. Brill of San Diego had the lowest cumulative gain for the first three quarters of
23.5%, compared to 26.8%, 27.6%, 39.2%, and 40% for the other advisors in the
group. The unanswered question is how the socially responsible funds will do in a
major downturn of the stockmarket. (Brill’s portfolio included the Domini Social
Index Trust, Calvert World Values Global Equities, Calvert Social Investment Growth,
Parnassus, Citizens Income, MMA Praxis Growth, Neuberger and Berman Socially
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262 A question I have not seen explored is the parallel between the erosion of core
personal and societal values and the erosion of essential values in the marketplace.
During the same decades, starting in the 1960s, that personal and societal values were
challenged, marketplace values went through a similar transformation. First, the val-
ues of stocks detached (not for the first time, but at a different level) from the underly-
ing value of the companies they represented. Secondly, in the following decades, the
United States and most other countries abandoned the gold standard that underlay the
value of their currencies. Thirdly, it was also during these decades that the United
States went from being a great creditor nation to a great debtor, and simultaneously
that the value of American currency fell drastically against other major currencies.
The result was a relativization of the concept of values in economics that closely
paralleled the relativization of values in personal life and social life. This shift in the
concept of economic values played itself out in several aspects of financial theory,
where the “old school” of investors, represented by the billionaire investor Warren
Buffett and his colleagues, were at war with the academics in the business schools.
Roger Buffett, according to his biographer Roger Lowenstein, believed that finding
the “essential value” underlying stocks was a difficult and partially subject exercise,
but was achievable through reasoned analysis.

In place of that rather modest maxim, scholars had substituted a seductively simple
but unifying design, the Efficient Market Theory. In a nutshell, the theory said that at
any moment all the publicly available information about a company was reflected in
the value of its stock.

This made security analysis — or the reasoned search for underlying essential value,
essentially valueless. It followed that “markets were random [and] investing was a
game of chance.” (Roger Lowenstein, Buffett: The Making of an American Capitalist
[New York: Random House, 1995], 306-7). Just as stock market theorists rejected the
old concept of underlying essential value in companies, so there were many econo-
mists prepared to assure us that neither the abandonment of a real value underlying
American currency nor the cheapening of American currency against other world cur-
rencies represented significant economic problems. There were some who even ar-
gued that the growing public debt was not a significant economic problem.

I personally believe that there is more than a passing relationship between these trans-
formations of values in the social and economic realm. Moreover, it has been histori-
cally true, in the history of Rome, for example, that the debasement of currency and
the debasement of social values ran in rough parallel.
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PHILANTHROPY AND POLITICAL
PHILOSOPHY

In the last chapter, our focus was the condition of values in our time and
the implications of this condition of values for a philanthropy that de-
pends on values to guide it. But a dissection of personal value tensions is
not the only use of philosophy to instruct philanthropy.

A different use of philanthropy, suggested at the start of this essay, is
contained in the history of political philosophy. Why is the history of the
study of the relationship of man and the state particularly relevant to phi-
lanthropy? For the simple reason that the modern philanthropist is uniquely
situated to influence the systematic study of governmental structures and
systems. Philanthropists fund, as we have seen, the think-tanks where the
most influential contemporary thinking is done at every point along the
political spectrum. Philanthropists join governments in funding interna-
tional commissions that study international governance. In smaller and
simpler societies, all a political philosopher needed was a pen, some pa-
per, the luxury of solitude, and the discretion to write so as to avoid perse-
cution while still attracting the attention of those he sought to influence.
In complex contemporary societies, where the development of effective
ideas that influence government is so much more capital-intensive, and
social inventions must not only be invented but aggressively marketed or
“shopped” (to use Washington parlance), the contemporary philanthropist
concerned with these issues necessarily finds himself or herself a partner
in the venture of political philosophy. Yet this partnership is usually un-
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dertaken without any deep sense of the history of this remarkable field.

For example, how many philanthropists who speak earnestly about
the importance of strengthening civil society against government know
that distinction was first made in political philosophy by Jean-Jacques
Rousseau? How many philanthropists find themselves also favoring the
principle of subsidiarity — that decisions should be made as close to the
grass roots as possible — know that Rousseau also favored that principle
— although here he did not invent but followed classical political theory?
How many philanthropists who favor strengthening civil society and
subsidiarity also find themselves inclined to believe that rights to private
property are not as fundamental to social well-being as the “Wise Use”
movement would have us believe? Do they realize that they are siding
with Rousseau in his historical argument with John Locke, who believed
that property rights were absolutely fundamental?**® Do they recognize,
by contrast, that John Locke, widely regarded as “America’s philosopher,
our king in the only way a philosopher has ever been the king of a great
nation,” was on the other side of the property issue? And have they thought
deeply about what the implications are of aligning causes such as envi-
ronmentalism with a derogation of one of the most deeply held values in
American history?

The relationship of man and the state is as fundamental to classical
philosophy as the questions of the nature of knowledge or of religion. The
late Leo Strauss of the University of Chicago played a central role in re-
newing the tradition of political philosophy. We follow the account that
Strauss and his colleagues offer of that tradition in their History of Politi-
cal Philosophy. Strauss was a conservative political philosopher whose
challenge to liberalism made a fundamental contribution to the conserva-
tive intellectual revolution of our time. But like many great thinkers, Strauss
can be read with as much profit by those who disagree with his personal
politics as by those who accept them.

Strauss had, it should be said, a very specific perspective with which
he approached the history of political philosophy. He was motivated “not
by antiquarian curiosity about the past but by what he saw as the present
crisis of the West and of modernity.” In his view, the greatest challenge to
the West was not external — what was then (when he wrote) the challenge
of Communism. Joseph Cropsey summarized his view:

The true crisis was, rather, that the West under the influence of its
highest intellectual authorities, no longer believed in itself, in its pur-
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pose, in its superiority. For Strauss understood the modern West to be
constituted by a specific purpose or project: the construction of a uni-
versal society of free and equal nations of free and equal men and
women enjoying universal affluence and, therefore universal justice
and happiness, through science understood as the conquest of nature
in the service of human power. This purpose, so familiar to us in the
century of Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points and Franklin Roosevelt’s
Four Freedoms, came to characterize the West only in modernity... The
loss of belief in the new purpose was therefore specifically a crisis of
modernity. And since the purpose that has come to animate the West
was originated by modern political philosophy, Strauss came to the
apparently strange conclusion that the general crisis of the West was
fundamentally the crisis of the particular discipline of political phi-
losophy.

Strauss viewed the West’s loss of certainty about its purpose not
as a psychological want of willpower or as a moral lack of courage,
but rather as the result of theoretical challenges. The challenges rested
partly on specific doubts about the particular premises of the modern
project, such as the worth of universalism, the connections between
affluence and justice and happiness, and the understanding of science
as the conquest of nature in the service of human power. These doubts
derived in part from the twentieth century experience...But even more
fundamentally, doubt about the superiority of the purpose of the West
rested on late modern doctrines that denied the possibility of rational
knowledge of the universal validity of any purpose or principle.?*

Strauss believed that this crisis of the West and modernism “made the
wholehearted defense of the West impossible except as a matter of fanati-
cal obscurantism.”?® He set out, therefore, to examine the history of phi-
losophy in order to rescue the Western project against the modernist and
postmodern abyss of nihilism into which it had fallen.

Let us sample the inquiries that Strauss and his colleagues undertook
in order to understand the nature of their project.

Socrates is acknowledged as the founder of political philosophy.
The Republic poses the basic question of whether, in the face of the politi-
cal decay that has concerned political philosophers since Socrates, funda-
mental reform of the state was possible, or whether the only possible sal-
vation was at the individual level.”” From the very start of political phi-
losophy, a tension between justice and poetry was thought to exist. “Po-
etry takes the lead when the descent from the highest theme — justice
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understood as philosophy — begins... No one expressed Socrates’ sug-
gestion more clearly than Nietzsche, who said that “the poets are always
the valets of some morality.”

The poets bring to light, for instance, the full force of the grief which
a man feels for the loss of someone dear to him — of a feeling to
which a respectable man would not give adequate utterance except
when he is alone, because its adequate utterance in the presence of
others is not becoming and lawful: the poet brings to light that in our
nature which the law forcibly restrains. If this is so, the poets are
perhaps the men who understand best the nature of the passions which
the law restrains, they are very far from being the servants of legisla-
tors; they are also the men from whom the prudent legislator will learn.
The genuine “quarrel between philosophy and poetry” concerns, from
the philosopher’s point of view, not the worth of poetry as such, but
the order of rank of philosophy and poetry. According to Socrates,
poetry is legitimate only as ministerial to the “user” par excellence, to
the king who is the philosopher, and not as autonomous.?s*

In our day, the philanthropic advocate of civil society, subsidiarity
and indigenous peoples is deeply inclined to suspect the Socratic view of
poetry and to welcome the autonomy of poetry. But then Socrates also
believes that reason was the highest part of the human soul, a view which
the philanthropic advocate of civil society and poetry is also likely to sus-
pect, without recognizing that all of these seemingly disparate positions
are historically of a piece, elements of Rousseau’s systematic attack on
the Enlightenment.?®

Aristotle introduced a fundamental distinction between the “theoreti-
cal” sciences and the “practical” sciences. Political philosophy was the
practical science par excellence — the “architectonic” study for the bet-
terment of action. It has three branches: ethics, economics and political
science in its narrow sense. Aristotle distinguished between three basic
life choices: the life of pleasure, the political life and the philosophical
life. He dismissed the life of pleasure pursued by most men in favor of the
political or philosophical life. He was also the originator of the concept of
the “mixed regime,” balancing oligarchy and democracy so as to blunt the
struggle between rich and poor. Aristotle was to play an absolutely cen-
tral role in the evolution of thought in Christian Europe, while Plato, by
contrast, was far more seminal in Islamic and Judaic thought throughout
the Middle Ages.””
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Unlike either Judaism or Christianity, the two other great religions of
the Western world, Christianity did not reject philosophy as alien or
merely tolerate it but sought early to enlist its support, making room
for philosophy within the walls of Christendom.?”!

St. Augustine (354-430 A.D.) was the first to deal comprehensively
with this critical encounter between Athens and Jerusalem that, as Strauss
and his colleagues have argued, created a tension in Western political phi-
losophy that assured it would never come to rest. Augustine’s central
political teaching married the Biblical and Athenian concepts of virtue.
The core political virtue for Augustine is justice, which is the cornerstone
of civil society. The locus of justice is the city, but cites are manifestly
unjust because of the inescapable wickedness of most men. The City of
God, by contrast, is the community of the followers of Christ. It exists in
its perfect state only in Heaven, but it can be emulated by the virtuous on
earth.*”

While Augustine drew his inspiration from Cicero and other classic
authors, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) was the first and greatest of the
Christian Aristotelians. He lived during the critical intellectual period
when Aristotle’s work was recovered for the West from Islam. “Aquinas
did more than anyone else to establish Aristotle as the leading philosophi-
cal authority of the Christian West.”>”* The fact that the Christian West
preferred Aristotle while Islam and Judaism preferred Plato deserves fur-
ther comment. Strauss and his colleagues suggest that:

The most distinctive feature of Islam and Judaism is that they both
present themselves first and foremost as divinely revealed Laws or
all-inclusive social orders, regulating every segment of men’s private
and public lives and precluding from the outset any sphere of activity
in which reason could operate independently of divine Law. Chris-
tianity on the other hand first comes to sight as a faith or sacred doc-
trine, demanding adherence to a set of fundamental beliefs but other-
wise leaving its followers at liberty to organize their social and politi-
cal lives in accordance with norms and principles that are not specifi-
cally religious.

This difference is reflected, the authors suggest, in the order of the

sacred sciences in each community. In Islam and Judaism the highest
science was jurisprudence. In Christianity it was theology.
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This same essential difference led to the further consequence that Chris-
tian society, and it alone, was ruled by two distinct powers and two
distinct codes of law, one ecclesiastical or canonical and the other civil...
The upshot was that one could usually study political phenomena in
the light of reason alone without directly challenging the established
religious authority... In short, the very structure of Christian society,
with its clear-cut distinction between the spiritual and temporal spheres,
bore an obvious affinity with the restricted and somewhat independent
manner in which political matters are treated in Aristotle’s Politics.”™

Machiavelli is considered by many to be the first modern political
philosopher. He fascinated Strauss.

Strauss emphasized the role of Machiavelli as the originator of mod-
ern political philosophy. Despite the frequency of radical change and
the immense variety within modernity, Strauss found a basic unity
within it originated by Machiavelli and continued by his successors.
That unity appears first negatively: the moderns reject classical politi-
cal philosophy as unrealistic, as culminating in utopias whose actual-
ization is admittedly highly improbable and dependent on uncontrol-
lable chance. In contrast, Machiavelli and modern political philoso-
phy seek to make probable or even guarantee the actualization of the
right order, to conquer chance and overcome the obstacles posed by
nature and especially human nature. But in order to make the goal
more likely of actualization they must lower it... Strauss viewed this
modern “realism” not as a true discovery or enlargement of the hori-
zon but in fact as a narrowing of the horizon.?”

Strauss thus reads the subsequent modern political philosophers —
Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, Locke and even Rousseau, along with Kant,
Hegel and Marx, as:

Successive transformations...necessitated by the original impossible
effort to guarantee actualization of the right order. He seemed to re-
gard modernity as a necessary progress in consistency, or in ever-fuller
understanding of the implications of the original modern principle —
as well as a consequent corrosion or destruction of the premodern heri-
tage of Western civilization.?’s
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Strauss did not believe that the movement away from classical politi-
cal thought was unidirectional.

At least at two crucial moments, there were attempts to return to
premodern thought. They led, however, “consciously or unconsciously,
to a much more radical form of modernity.” The crisis of modern
natural rights was initiated by Rousseau and led to the effort to derive
standards from history rather than nature; that crisis paved the way for
the second or present crisis of modernity, which was initiated by
Nietzsche and discredited all attempts to derive permanent standards
from history. Both crises were marked by passionate and forceful
critiques of previous modern thought, critiques with which Strauss
seems to have generally agreed. We cannot return to the earlier form
of modern thought, according to Strauss, because “the critique of mod-
ern rationalism or of the modern belief in reason by Nietzsche cannot
be dismissed or forgotten”; he even adds that this is the deepest reason
for the present crisis.” Similarly, Strauss regards the most radical his-
toricism, the thought of Heidegger, to be the culmination and “highest
self-consciousness” of modern thought.?”

And yet Strauss sees an interesting hope:

Heidegger’s radical historicism [relativization of all points of view by
situating them in their historical context], according to Strauss, both
compels us to reconsider the most elementary premises of philosophy
and, by uprooting the tradition, open the possibility of a genuine re-
covery of classical philosophy.?”

Fundamental to Heidegger’s thought is the attempt to show the
conjunction of Being as the how of what is with history or time. His-
tory for Heidegger is not a causal series or the unfolding of human
freedom or the dialectical development of the means of production
but the destiny of Being itself. Heidegger draws this notion of destiny
from the Greek moira, “fate,” “destiny,” which is the dark and myste-
rious source of change hat establishes the horizon for beings but re-
mains beyond that horizon. Moira is being itself as the fundamental
question that provokes man and directs him to answers but then with-
draws and is itself concealed by the answers and forgotten...Heidegger
suspects that modern nihilism is the advent of such a revelation of
Being. It opens up the possibility of an immediate encounter with
Being not only because it obliterates all the categories within which
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Being has been imprisoned, concealed, and forgotten but also because
it obliterates all of our misconceptions about our own human
Being...Nihilism this cannot simply be rejected or overcome. It is,
rather, the contemporary reality and contains both the possibility of
utter degradation and the possibility of salvation in a new revelation
of Being...Heidegger believes that this new revelation will lead to a
fundamental reinterpretation of the relation of man and technology
that will give a new meaning and significance to human existence and
thus to human activity.?”

What Strauss sought to recover in a what we might call a post-nihilis-
tic, post-postmodern system of political thought was a Platonic or Socratic
“skepticism” that differed fundamentally from postmodern nihilism in that
it is profoundly aware of its ignorance, but has won something important
because “knowledge of ignorance is not ignorance.” “Socratic skepticism
does not involve a radical doubt (as opposed to questioning) of common
sense.”

What is meant by Socratic skepticism is this: we posses an insight, but
an incomplete insight, into the “natures”...of things... Thus while we
can make some progress in our knowledge of nature as a whole, our
knowledge in this comprehensive sense remains controversial.?*

Finally, the Socratic philosophical principle recovered for modern times
by Strauss is conceived no longer as the socially marginal existence of
thinkers scornful of politics but, rather, as the life devoted to the politi-
cally responsible examination of civic opinions as well as philosophical
opinions. Socrates’ political philosophizing deepens the city by compel-
ling civic life to become more self-conscious.?®!

We have seen in earlier sections that there are a variety of modern
responses to the nihilism at which contemporary philosophy has arrived.
Christopher Lasch, we have seen, asserted that pragmatism probably con-
stituted the best way out of the philosophical dilemma, and this is indeed
the response that suits the modern American philanthropist best. He cites
religious foundationalism as another way, though one he considers intel-
lectually doomed. But not all spiritually oriented responses to modern
nihilism are doomed. Strauss’s alternative to pragmatism is probably less
useful to the practical philanthropist than Lasch’s pragmatism, but a strong
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post-postmodern political philosophy should have more than one string to
its bow.

PRAGMATISM AS A GUIDE FOR GROUNDING PHILANTHROPY

We have noted that pragmatism remains, on its face, the most practical
escape from the value dilemma and the value-based political action di-
lemma created by modernism and postmodernism. We have suggested
that pragmatism may represent the best general grounding philosophy for
organized American philanthropy. Having proposed that, we should note
that, for philosophers, pragmatism too has had a checkered career over
the past century. John Patrick Diggins traces its path in The Promise of
Pragmatism. He begins with John Adams, who, “more than any other
American intellectual...carried the burden of the crises of liberalism of the
late nineteenth century all the way to his grave.” Adams understood the
profound significance of these issues for reflective people of action:

The Education of Henry Adams is, among other things, a discourse on
power. The problem of power and its responsiveness to reason is in-
evitably linked to the problem of legitimate authority and its accep-
tance by those who consent to its exercise. Throughout his intellec-
tual life, Henry Adams struggled with these problems.*?

If Adams struggled with “the disenchantment of the world” and “bore
the failure of the light,” he would be unable to follow the rest of American
culture in “the transition from modernism to pragmatism.”

Why? He knew too much. Adams was the first of the modern minds
to see the problem of force as moral, not simply a physical fact; and he
was the first to state the dilemma of modernism in political and scien-
tific, not just literary or cultural terms: the mindlessness of power and
the powerlessness of mind to resist it. Big business and its pursuit of
profit, science and its relentless release of energy, politics and its net-
works of influence were all forms of power, and against such institu-
tions Adams saw “no authority exists capable of resistance.” America’s
pragmatic philosophers would attempt to establish such an authority
by showing that mind can deal with force and power while dispensing
with the older [classical] concepts of truth, at the same time regarding
the world as responsive to human yearnings. About that effort, Adams
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would remain, if not entirely convinced, at least curious. “Let’s try
pragmatism,” he quipped to a friend in 1908. “Send for William
James.”3

The complex thought of William James defies brief summary. Suf-
fice it to say that he invented a pragmatism based on “radical empiricism”
that held that “everything real must be experienceable somewhere, and
every kind of being experienced must somewhere be real.”**

James convinced himself that truth and authority could no longer be
found, but instead must be produced... In James’s pluralistic universe,
history remained essentially open-ended (“unfinished”), and it thus
provided the moral battleground where the forces of human effort,
evil as well as good, would struggle for supremacy.*®

Less well-known but perhaps ultimately more influential in the con-
temporary renewal of pragmatism, Charles Sanders Pierce offered a dif-
ferent basis for pragmatism. He profoundly influenced Jurgen Habermas,
one of the principle contemporary exponents of pragmatism, who rejected
James’s “psychologized” pragmatism based on a “will to believe” and
preferred to believe that representations in the mind of external reality
reflected a reality outside of us, and that “collective inquiry will yield
truth sometime in the future, not “the” truth but increasing approxima-
tions of it as error is progressively expunged.?¢

The next great figure in American pragmatism (the British had their
own version —another story) was John Dewey, who had an enormous
impact on American thought:

While James and Pierce struggled intermittently with the issue of au-
thority, the former rejecting it as a refuge for those seeking false spiri-
tual shelter, the latter dismissing all its prescientific expressions as
philosophical anachronisms, Dewey offered the most comprehensive
case against authority in modern American intellectual history...In the
writings of Dewey authority found its most profound and consistent
antagonist and modernism its most vigorous and thoughtful champion.
While artists and poets tried to find aesthetic responses to “the shock
of the new,” Dewey taught Americans not only how to endure such
shocks but how to thrive on them.*’

Dewey was an optimist about the potential of science to solve human
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problems and about the potential of democracy to move beyond the vicis-
situdes of modern capitalism if citizens were educated for democratic en-
gagement. His educational curriculum focused on “problem-solving,” with
“little place for the qualities of truth that emanate from art and literature.”
He was almost alone among modernist philosophers “in orienting educa-
tion toward science and the challenge of technical mastery.”” But he
was not a technician for sale to the forces of global capitalism. “Dewey
had no hesitancy calling for intervention and regulation to bring the forces
of capitalism under control.”?* Dewey considered that the modern “lib-
eral faith” had three essential components: “the direction of life by the
conclusions of intelligence, the determination of that direction through
freedom of thought and expression, and the acceptance of life as a con-
tinuous experiment with no fixed ends to be realized.”**

Pragmatism declined after World War II. First “arid pragmatism” was
accused of having “rendered America vulnerable against fascism.” Then
it was praised for helping make America “impregnable against Commu-
nism.” In the searing debate over Vietnam pragmatism took on another
image, that of “arrogance and pride.”*"

And yet, pragmatism had its uses even for the Left:

When Tom Hayden wrote the “Port Huron Statement in 1962, he...drew
upon Dewey’s political writings to develop the concept of “political
democracy.”**?

But the really interesting twist in the fortunes of pragmatism came in
the 1960s when Princeton professor Richard Rorty began to develop a
remarkable synthesis of postmodernism and pragmatism that became a
major perspective (criticized, as we have seen, by Gertrude Himmelfarb)
in American philosophy. Diggins writes:

What Rorty wants to tell modern man could have been the message
that Dewey might have told the young Henry Adams in the nineteenth
century and John Locke told Englishmen in the seventeenth century:
What we cannot know, we need not worry about. No truth, no sweat.?*?

Rorty’s unlikely but influential synthesis of postmodern nihilism with
pragmatism satisfied some audiences, but it was not helpful to those seek-
ing some philosophical ground for a life of action in the world — the
basic dilemma of the philanthropist. A more attractive alternative was the
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work of Jurgen Habermas, who had been associated with the influential
Frankfurt School of “critical theory” that had enchanted the Left, but then
“became critical of his mentors’ scorn for the Enlightenment, and indeed
set out to show how reason and the values of systematic philosophy might
be restored.”***

Habermas, I suspect, must be who Christopher Lasch had in mind
when he suggested that pragmatism holds the key for a way out of the
modernist and postmodernist dilemma for American activists who are at-
tracted to a populist perspective.

Habermas...aimed to reorient Marxist thought from labor and the forces
of production to action and the possibilities of reflection. The Marxist
tradition, concentrating on historical development and the “iron laws”
of nature, ignored human agents as capable of reflecting on their his-
torical situation and, by acting upon it, playing a causal role in the
transformation of society. Habermas also wanted to dispel the fear of
instrumental rationality. the Weberian notion that scientific knowledge
could offer nothing more than the manipulation of technical control, a
tendency that could turn every modern society into the “iron cage” of
soulless bureaucracy. In addition, he addressed the problem that
plagued Adams: the specter of interests and power determining his-
torical events while the masses of people remain unaware of the mean-
ing of their situations and even of their actions...In Habermas there is
no hint that interests are degrading or even distorting.?*>

Habermas credited Charles Sanders Pierce as “first to treat the dimen-
sions of a self-reflecting philosophy of science.” He agreed with Pierce
that while all thought contains error, information and sustained, system-
atic inquiry can move us toward approximations of truth. “Reality’s ca-
pacity to resist false interpretations, what Pierce described as truth’s struggle
for recognition, awakens doubt about habitual thought and hence prompts
inquiry. What makes scientific progress possible is not the production of
true statements about reality, but the willingness of investigators to arrive
at an uncompelled consensus that satisfied doubt and settles opinion. Thus
Pierce helped modern thought overcome the Cartesian obsession with
foundationalism and indubitability.” *°°

The philosopher that Habermas set out to refute was actually the Ger-
man philosopher who admired Emerson for worshipping the
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“Oversoul” because he agreed with Tocqueville that democracy is a
threat to the solitary self — Friedrick Nietzsche.

In The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, Habermas went af-
ter the “French Nietzscheans” Derrida and Foucault. Their intellec-
tual crime? Obliterating the categories of knowledge and treating
morality and the life of reason as the will to power, which the will
itself “so radiantly conceals.” Nietzsche himself betrayed all alle-
giance to the Enlightenment...The French Nietzscheans carry on this
wreckage of wisdom.?’

Habermas, in conclusion, represents a theme in American pragma-
tism that owes more to Pierce and Dewey than to James, and moves deci-
sively away from the strands of postmodernism that lead toward nihilism.
I strongly agree with Habermas that Pierce’s affirmation that sustained
empirical inquiry leads pragmatism in a crucial direction through relativ-
ism and toward the capacity for meaningful analysis and action that all
activists need. Habermas shows that there is a forceful tradition of prag-
matism alive and well which, alongside and very different from Leo
Strauss’s approach, offers the person of action, the philanthropist, some
genuine philosophical hope.

It probably seems absurd to most contemporary readers, on the face
of it, to even begin to follow the evolution of human thought about the
relationship of man in general, and the philosopher in particular, to civil
society and to the state. I do not believe that it is absurd, for several
reasons.

First, the American system, in which organized philanthropy has found
its most extensive articulation, was literally created by men who were
steeped both in classical political philosophy and in the more contempo-
rary writings of Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau and others. The Federalist Pa-
pers, published anonymously in the New York City press in 1987-88 by
Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, had the immediate
rhetorical purpose of influencing the election of delegates to the state rati-
fying convention that would vote on the Constitution. The pseudonym of
the authors was “Publius,” who, “the educated reader knew, was Publius
Valerius Publicola, described in Plutarch.”>®

Indeed, one of the most remarkable features of the debate over the

Constitution was the extraordinary intrusion of theoretical consider-
ations into the settlement of the practical question. The great attack
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on the Constitution was the charge that the new union was
antirepublican...This rested on a widely held belief, popularized by
the way men understood Montesquieu, that only small countries could
enjoy republican government.?*

Second, as we have seen, the much more modern defense of orga-
nized philanthropy undertaken during the debate over its future during
and after the Pattman hearings in Congress frequently turned to first prin-
ciples of political philosophy. It derives from fundamental principles such
as respect for property and belief in the value of political pluralism.

Third, the student of both the national dilemma of American politics
today, and the even more daunting dilemma of the search for a survivable
global future, cannot fail to recognize that the search for workable sys-
tems of governance at the local, state, national and international levels
represents very fundamentally a continuation of the search for social in-
ventions that has preoccupied the greatest social thinkers since Plato and
Aristotle. Jean Monnet’s invention of the economic institutions that led to
the development of the European Community after World War II is one of
the most striking models we have for the importance of this search. By
contrast, the far more difficult transitions to new forms of democratic gov-
ernance in Africa, Russia and parts of Asia, would have been no surprise
to Montesquieu, who taught the deep relationship between political re-
gimes and the geography, climate, habits and mores of every country.

Fourth, what we lack today in the United States is a critical mass of
informed, engaged citizens who take the fundamental tasks of political
philosophy seriously. Most philanthropists who are engaged with gov-
ernmental issues are primarily engaged as advocates on behalf of some
specific interest of the left or the right: women’s rights, the environment,
property rights and the like. There are extraordinarily few who are think-
ing architectonically, as Aristotle and his followers did for 2000 years,
about the obligations of the philosophically inclined to the state. Today,
we would have to add the obligation to do whatever is possible to make
the emerging global order a more sustainable one.

What differentiated many, though not all, of the great thinkers of po-
litical philosophy from most philanthropists today was that they concerned
themselves not with the furtherance of a particular interest, but rather with
the design of institutions that would best harmonize the necessarily con-
flicting interests and passions of citizens. The Constitution was literally
crafted to do precisely that, by a system of checks and balances both among
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constitutional powers and, it was hoped, among social classes and inter-
ests. There are, it is true, some today who continue to think systemically.
But the temper of our time is of fundamental partisanship on one side or
another of the great social issues around which our symbolic politics are
constellated. Yet in fact, the greatest threat to all these interests derives
from the fact that the global system of economics and politics is widely
acknowledged to be out of control. When many of the most able political
thinkers, and the foundations that support them, find themselves prima-
rily arrayed around the controversies that consume us, the need for efforts
that seek to transcend these issues, and propose social inventions or adju-
dicate them, is very great. When such efforts are undertaken, they fare
better if they are undertaken by people like the Founding Fathers who are
steeped in the great tradition of political philosophy and political thought.
Since organized philanthropy in our time is necessarily an essential part-
ner in many of these efforts, the level at which the philanthropist is aware
of these issues may tilt us several degrees toward or away from a surviv-
able future.’®

Leo Strauss is widely considered one of the founding figures of con-
servative political philosophy in our time, although there are other conser-
vative thinkers, like Gertrude Himmelfarb, who properly point to
Heidegger’s disastrous encounter with Nazism, and who might well sus-
pect Strauss, so close in some of his thought to Heidegger, for his
Heideggerian inclinations as well. But I believe that many of the major
themes in contemporary conservative social philosophy are not intrinsi-
cally allied with the more humanly destructive tendencies in conserva-
tism as simplistic purveyors of black-and-white political philosophies
would have us believe.

Inasmuch as political thought may be said to matter at all in history —
and there is evidence that it does — I believe that one of the greatest
disasters of progressive political thought, identified as such by Lasch, is
its close alliance with postmodern nihilism. Not all progressive thought is
allied with postmodern nihilism — there are many important countertrends
— but in the academy the alliance is clear enough to justify the attacks
launched against it.

If political thought matters, an important agenda for those who be-
lieve (as I do) in the foundational importance of social justice and an eco-
logically sustainable future would be to disentangle the truly valuable el-
ements in what has been appropriated as conservative political thought
from its equally unfortunate alliance with the most rapacious elements of
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transnational capital formations that are unconcerned with their impact on
humans and nature, and to reformulate the progressive vision of caring for
people and nature using some of the strong arguments now arrogated to
conservatism. More desirable still, in my view, would be, as I have sug-
gested, a political philosophy that stood above the progressive-conserva-
tive divide, acknowledging the importance of the unique contributions of
each, and pointing to improvements of social relationships that would re-
assert the classical philosophical commitment to a mixed regime that as-
sured the best outcomes achievable for all. Such a project would inevita-
bly, I believe, have to integrate and acknowledge the best of the insights
from postmodernism, which, as I suggested in the preface, include its
deconstruction of oppressive mythologies, its decentering of power, the
sophistication with which it critiques meta-narratives, and its support for
the voices of the disenfranchised. These beneficial contributions have to
be disentangled from its tendency toward a nihilism of values, and its
abandonment of the great “conservative” working and middle classes and
of communities still committed to traditional civilizational and religious
values around the world. Many postmodernist thinkers appear strikingly
indifferent to the real-world consequences of abandoning the vast major-
ity of humanity to the corporate interest and right-wing alliance. For me,
reclaiming “conservative” and pragmatic strands in modern thought for
progressive social and ecological goals is not an empty intellectual exer-
cise, but the necessary prelude to the formation of a great coalition of
peoples that share deep concerns with a socially just and ecologically sus-
tainable future.
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THE ROLE OF PHILANTHROPY IN THE RISE

AND FALL OF MODERN ART

Art provides a unique and powerful mirror in which to look at philan-
thropy. On the one hand, art entered into relationship with patronage early
in human history, and for millennia served the purposes of kings and aris-
tocrats as a primary mode of transmission of information to an almost
entirely preliterate public. The rise of the middle class and modernism
changed the nature of the patronage relationship but not the fact of patron-
age. The more profound change was in the function of art, as modern art
claimed an avant-garde predictive, interpretative, and potentially trans-
formational function. Most deeply, art took the place of religion to a large
extent during the modern period as the primary non-verbal conduit for
communication with both the individual and the collective unconscious.
Art was the primary vehicle for what Jung described as modern man in

search of a soul.

The rise and decline of modern art over the past century reflects and
deepens our appreciation of the crisis of modernism and postmodernism
that we have traced through different disciplines in this essay. The basic
story of the evolution of consciousness in modern art over the past cen-
tury is one of a series of increasingly unconstrained efforts to explore the
relationship of self to nature and society that collapsed, one after another,
as a result either of a surfeit of production, a decisive repudiation follow-
ing one of the great wars of the pre-war beliefs and values, or the drown-
ing of traditional images in the flood of images and symbols created by
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All of these changes took place against the backdrop of the emer-
gence of a technological system that fostered an idealistic belief in ma-
chinery and technology; the destruction of that belief by two world wars;
the exploration of a whole series of different approaches to recovering a
authenticies that could be expressed through art in the face of the emerg-
ing pervasive nihilism that we have explored elsewhere; the transforma-
tion of spiritual values that enshrined museums in the place that churches
used to hold; the fundamental erosion of the social importance of art; the
erosion of the belief that art could serve an important role as an avant-
garde through which society could explore its future; and an explosive
commercialization of art that swamped its capacity to serve any signifi-
cant redeeming social value.

These changes in consciousness, mirrored in art, are particularly worth
exploring through the mirror of art because art evokes and conveys a level
of meaning different from, and in many respects deeper than, the mean-
ings conveyed in the other disciplines we have reviewed.

The text we follow here is Robert Hughes’s influential review of mod-
ern art, The Shock of the New.

In 1913, the French writer Charles Peguy remarked that “the world
has changed less since the time of Jesus Christ than in the last thirty
years.” He was speaking of Western capitalist society: its idea of it-
self, its sense of history, its beliefs, pieties, and modes of production
— and its art. In Peguy’s time...the visual arts had a kind of social
importance they can no longer claim today, and they seemed to be in a
state of utter convulsion. Did the cultural turmoil predict social tu-
mult? Many people thought so then; today we are not so sure, but that
is because we live at the end of modernism, whereas they were alive at
its beginning...

What has our culture lost in 1980 that the avant-garde had in 1890?
Ebullience, idealism, confidence, the belief that there was plenty of
territory to explore, and above all the sense that art, in the most disin-
terested and noble way, could find the necessary metaphors by which
a radically changing culture could be explained to its inhabitants.*'

Hughes traces the emergence of a transformative confidence in the

potential benefits of science and the machine to the time of the Paris World
Fair in 1889, of which the great symbol was the Eiffel Tower:
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The important thing was that the Tower had a mass audience; millions
of people, not the thousands who went to salons and galleries to look
at works of art, were touched by the feeling of a new age that the Eiffel
Tower made concrete...It summed up what the ruling classes of Eu-
rope assumed the promise of technology to be: Faust’s contract, the
promise of unlimited power over the world and its wealth.>*

The first artists to try to capture this new world, Hughes says, were
the Cubists, who offered “the first radically new proposition about the
way we see that painting has made in almost five hundred years.” Picasso,
Bracque, Leger and others transformed the reliance of painting on the
convention of perspective.’*

This confidence in science and the machine, and the bright future they
would bring to humanity, was an extension and consolidation of the whole
Enlightenment project of the expected triumph of reason, but the late nine-
teenth century developments in engineering and technology made these
triumphs concrete and visible in a way symbolized by the Eiffel Tower.
We should recall the parallel developments in “scientific” sociology, “sci-
entific” political theories, and “scientific” philanthropy that largely paral-
leled these developments in art. The particular point about the artistic
dimension of these developments is that it shows how deeply the confi-
dence in science and technology penetrated into the modern soul.

But not everyone felt the optimist about the machine that the Cubists
reflected. And that optimism was to be destroyed forever by World War I.
“The war started the first of the exacerbated conflicts of generation that
would mark modern culture right through to the 1960s. Its effect on Eu-
rope, and particularly Germany, was similar to Vietnam’s impact on
America.”** One important artistic response to the war, to the radical
disenchantment with their elders and the machine, was Dadaism:

It is essential to grasp that Dada was never an art style, as Cubism
was...It stood for a wholly eclectic freedom to experiment; it enshrined
play as the highest human activity...”Repelled by the slaughterhouse
of the world war, we turned to art,” wrote Arp, the most gifted of the
Zurich Dadas. “We searched for an elementary art that would, we
thought, save mankind from the furious madness of these times...we
wanted an anonymous and collective art.””*%
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Dada was influenced by Futurism, and Futurism — along with paral-
lel developments in architecture — showed how socially ambiguous these
new developments in consciousness were:

We like to think that modernism is left-wing, or at least virtuously
liberal, by nature. But to think so is to reckon without futurism, which
became the house style of Italian fascism...The only moral of this,
apart from the familiar fact that artists tend to work for whoever pays
them, is that modernists styles were value-free and could serve almost
any ideological interest.3

The same capacity of art to serve any ideological bent was clear in
architecture with “that dictator’s delight, neo-classicism, the house style
of Hitler and Stalin.”?"

If one considers what is actually built (rather than what was said about
what it built), there can be no doubt that modernist culture has its own
language of political power. Itis not linked to any particular ideology.
It is value-free and can mean anything the patron wants. It is, in es-
sence, an architecture of coercion.

Modern art served both the Left and the Right; it served both Commu-
nism and Fascism. But what is most striking to Hughes about art as a
socially transformative force is how rapidly its claims to social signifi-
cance disappeared from modern art:

What is left of the art of dissent? Very little. Diego Rivera (1886-
1957), the prodigiously fecund Mexican muralist...and was perhaps
the only major artist outside Germany and Russia to devote himself to
an art of complete social eloquence, left no successors whose work
could compare to his own immense energies...Elsewhere, only one
humane, political work of art has achieved real fame — Picasso’s
Guernica, 1937...Guernica was the last great history-painting. It was
also the last painting of major importance that took its subject from
politics with the intention of changing the way large numbers of people
thought and felt about power...The idea that the artist, by making paint-
ing or sculpture, could insert images into the stream of public speech,
and thus change political discourse has gone, probably for good, along
with the nineteenth-century ideal; of the artist as public man...Today
[that] idea has largely been dismissed, as it must be in a mass media
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society where art’s principle role is to be investment capital, or, in the
simplest way, bullion. We still have political art, but we have no effec-
tive political art. An artist must be famous to be heard, but as he ac-
quires fame, his work accumulates “value” and becomes, ipso facto,
harmless. As far as today’s politics is concerned, most art aspires to
the condition of Muzak. It provides the background hum for power.?%

A far less contentious project of art than influencing politics is to pro-
vide “ecstatic contemplation of pleasure in nature.”* Impressionism and
successor styles broadened this “landscape of pleasure” enormously start-
ing around 1870. Serurat, Monet, Cezanne, Gaugin, Matisse and others
are part of this lineage, which produced some of the most beautiful paint-
ings in the whole modernist period.

Another major theme Hughes explored in modern art was “the wish
for absolute freedom,” explored above all in Surrealism. Surrealism was,
from the perspective of the exploration of consciousness, as fascinating
movement. Hughes describes it as in many respects virtually a religion,
with its own “dogmas and rituals, catechisms, saints, baptisms, excom-
munications, a succession of Virgin Marys and a singularly demanding
and touchy Pope: Andre Breton.”!

Surrealism to the dream and the unconscious for wisdom much as
many parts of the human potential movement do again today. Breton, de
Chirico, Max Ernst, Henri Rousseau, Joan Miro, Salvador Dali, and Rene
Magritte were among those who created extraordinary magical landscapes
of the mind. One of the more troubling dimensions of Surrealism, not
only as an art form but as an expression of the consciousness of modern-
ism, was its exploration of sexual freedom, but seen only from the male
perspective, with the woman “always on a pedestal or in chains.”*'" “It
would be hard to exaggerate the importance, not only to Surrealism but to
the irrationalist imagery that followed it, of this mythology of sexual vio-
lence.”?"> But the imagery of Surrealism in many respects, not only in
sex, held a “sense of the apocalypse” as World War II neared.>"* Surreal-
ism was critical to the emergence of the Abstract Expressionists who
emerged in New York: Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, Robert Motherwell
and others.>'* They sought “to close the cultural gap between the fantasies
of urban, modern man and the old dark imagery of prehistoric cultures.”'?

World War II killed Surrealism as surely as World War I had killed
Cubism. “There was a widespread feeling that almost any affirmation of
substance, any act of the willing grating against the rubble of values de-
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stroyed or uprooted by war, could form the rudiments of a new conscious-
ness — an imagery of survival which could not (for decency’s sake, as it
were) allude, even wistfully, to the ordered satisfactions of the traditional
French landscape.”®'® But the Surrealists were, Hughes believes, “the last
group of artists and poets naive enough to believe that art could alter all
the conformations of society.”!”

Still another great theme of art, for Hughes, was “the view from the
edge” — “the interplay between mind and spirit: the search for those states
of mind, embodied in nature, that exist beyond or below our conscious
control.” “In a time when God died and artists were not feeling too well
either, [the search for these special states] took on a special intensity.”
Vincent van Gogh, Edvard Munch, Max Beckman, Wassily Kandinsky,
and Georgia O’Keefe are among the painters whose work Hughes ex-
plores among the varieties of expressionism that dealt with these edge
states. Some of these explorations were beautiful and haunting; others
were tragic and haunting. What they had in common was that they repre-
sented the visual representation of profound spiritual and religious im-
pulses at a time when the religious images of traditional spirituality would
no longer suffice for these artists.

“Culture as nature” is the last great theme that Hughes explores. What
is the art that suits a world not made by Nature but made by man? What
art suits a world glutted with images and symbols, not a world in which
man-made images and symbols are rare, unique? Robert Rauschenberg,
Jasper Johns, Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and Claes Oldenberg are
among the artists Hughes discusses.’’® But art clearly shrank in some
decisive way during the 1970s.

By 1979, the idea of the avant-garde was gone. This sudden meta-
morphosis of one of the popular cliches of art criticism into an unword
took a great many people by surprise...But ideas exist for as long as
people use them, and by 1976 “avant-garde” was a useless concept:
social reality and actual behavior had rendered it obsolete. The ideal
— social renewal by cultural challenge — had lasted a hundred years,
and its vanishing marked the end of an entire relationship — eagerly
sought but not attained— of art to life.’"

For that century, avant-garde art had seen the artist as a precursor,
Hughes writes, an idea unimaginable before 1800, nurtured by the rise of
the European bourgeoisie:
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That the meaning of works of art should be controlled by patronage
was one of the donnes of creative work before the bourgeois triumph
of 1789...The avant-garde took root in a different kind of patronage
and a changed climate of expectation: the triumph of the European
middle classes and the spread of capitalist democracy...As Hilton
Kramer points out, the idea that the avant-garde and the bourgeoisie
were natural, cut-throat enemies is one of the least useful myths of
modernism:

“The relationship of the avant-garde to the middle class is enor-
mously complicated because it, like everything else in modern cul-
ture, was so changeable. The initial challenge was always resolved
into an embrace, within a single generation. It’s a great
misunderstanding...to hold onto the notion of the avant-garde as per-
manent cultural guerrillas making their forays into middle-class strong-
holds. They were actually more like a family, in which there were
conflicts of generations.”??

If the rise of the middle class changed the art patronage system deci-
sively from one dominated by the aristocracy to one based on the market,
one of the most decisive changes in art in the 1970s was “the way in
which the meaning of all vanguard art activity, politically oriented, so-
cially aimed, or not, was gutted by the market. Twenty-five years ago,
one could spend time in a museum without even thinking what the art
might cost...By the 1970s, we are getting to the point where everything
that could be regarded, however distantly, as a work of art was primarily
esteemed not for its ability to communicate meaning, or its use as histori-
cal evidence, or its power to generate aesthetic pleasure, but for its
convertability into cash.”** Hughes, 383.

The Museum had replaced the Church as “the main focus of pride in
American cities,” Hughes writes. Tithing to museums replaced tithing to
the church as the “virtuous social ritual.”

The idea of social improvement through art struck a responsive chord
in the American rich, who proceeded to pour millions upon millions
of dollars into the construction and endowment of museums and the
getting of collections that would eventually fill them. The rich also
got Congress to write the laws that made gifts to museums tax-deduct-
ible, as they are not in England, Germany, or France.
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The result was “a formidable system of cultural patronage” which,
with its aggressive capital was able to outbid the slower cultural bureau-
cracies of Europe.”

But even as this triumphant enshrinement of modern art in the new
Museum-Churches of America took place, the powerful creative impulse
in art appeared to be withering away.

The signs of that constriction are everywhere today — in the small
ambitions of art, in its lack of any effort toward spirituality, in its sense
of career rather than vocation, in its frequently bland occupation with
semantics at the expense of the deeper passions of the creative self.’??

Modern art started in ebullience and confidence in science and the
machine. It had that confidence shattered by the great repeated cycles of
mechanized violence that have characterized the century. It started with a
profound belief that by shifting consciousness it could transform human
understanding and help remake society. It ended up an ironic servant of
power. It started as a vocation practiced by those who rejected financial
success in favor of freedom. It ended up as profession in which the uses
of money and power are as nuanced as in organized philanthropy. It started
out with transformative energy, and ended up an exhausted grab-bag of
diffuse and chaotic murmurs. Inasmuch as modern art has for a century
reflected some of the most profound and important movements in human
consciousness, the putative end of modern art and the current state of post-
modern art is vividly suggestive of the impasse in which we find our-
selves.

While modern art — the monetized, organized version of modern art
— is in many respects at an impasse, it is interesting to see where the
creative impulse that believes in the capacity of art to shift consciousness
and introduce images that make a difference has gone.

First, a powerful sense that art shifts consciousness is found in the
protest art of many different cultural minorities and other disenfranchised
groups. Latino art in the United States is one good example; folk and
indigenous arts celebrating endangered ways of life or protesting threats
to their culture from around the world is another.

Second, and closely related, there is a very powerful development of
art as an instrument for shifting consciousness in what is known as the
healing arts movement or the expressive arts movement. There is a paral-
lel movement of artists seeking to heal the environment. These arts merge
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with folk art, indigenous art, and children’s art from around the world
where all of these art forms are used to come to terms with experiences
like war, sexual abuse, urban violence, and life-threatening illnesses like
cancer and AIDS. Under these extreme conditions, the use of art for per-
sonal, cultural or planetary healing literally breaks out as part of the hu-
man response to psychic crisis.

Third, there is an identifiable movement in art that some people refer
to as the “new classicism,” and a cluster of other related impulses that are
reconnecting themselves to great classic movements in art, including early
modern art, that are vibrant and alive. More broadly, the very fact that art,
like the spiritual impulse, is an essentially human response to life, means
that the impasse of modern art must almost inevitably be a temporary
market and structural phenomenon. The vital and awesome human im-
pulse that is art continues, and will surmount this impasse.

As an example, an article on “The Neo-Dealers” in The New York
Times Magazine for September 1, 1996, described how “the crash of the
art market has sent a wily cast of do—it-yourselfers out of the galleries
and into the streets.” Author Ellen Paul vividly describes the situation:

Just below the decorous crust of New York’s gallery establishment
lies a roiling scene created by a generation of artists and would-be art
entrepreneurs shut out of traditional careers by the art market crash of
1990-91...Young people coming into the New York art world just then
— and they were coming by the hundreds — hit a brick wall...The
detour this generation was forced to take proved to have attractions of
their own. Exclusion gave these younger artists and dealers the free-
dom of working outside the system. Their collective energy shattered
into countless home salons, semipublic galleries, roving curatorships,
shoestring microgalleries, websites, public access television shows and
downscale, ad hoc exhibitions. If the New York art world of the 80’s
was about money, in the 90’s, at least for these people, it has been
about ingenuity and the spirit of do-it-yourself.

This observation on New York art in the 90°s brings the wheel full
circle, for it enables us to see, in the world of art at least, how the crash of
the large-scale art market spawned an infinitely more creative, more plu-
ralistic, and less financially driven art culture that brought art prices and
art scale back down to earth. This trend fits with both of the two other art
trends described above — the uses of art by minority groups and by people
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engaged with art as a healing force. In all three areas, the artistic impulse
has found its way around the blockage created by the excessive market-
driven commodification of Big Art, and found its way back to serve the
true expressive needs of artists and the receptive needs of authentic pub-
lics. The lessons for other overblown and overcommodified segments of
the independent sector are interesting to reflect upon.

In these movements we see art as a powerful creative force, used to
transform consciousness, emerging again with the energy that modern art
had in its early days. So it is not that art itself has lost this power. This
leaves three hypotheses about what has happened to modern art. Either
the creative impulse of the social group represented by modern art has
been exhausted; or modern art was destroyed by its intensive monetiza-
tion and professionalization; or some other combination of forces left it
where it is today.

The question of whether, or how, art survives intensive monetization
— and therefore of the relationship of art and philanthropy — is one that
the next chapter explores.**

(Endnotes)

31 Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New [New York: Knopf, 1980], 9.
392 Hughes, 11.
39 Hughes, 16.
3% Hughes, 59.
39 Hughes, 61.
3% Hughes, 99.
397 Hughes, 99.
3% Hughes, 111.
39 Hughes, 112.
310 Hughes, 212.

311 Hughes, 24

Part Two: Philanthropy and Civilization



312 Hughes, 252.

313 Hughes, 255.

314 Hughes, 259.
315 Hughes, 259.
316 Hughes, 265.
317 Hughes, 268.
318 Hughes, 324-64.
319 Hughes, 366.
320 Hughes, 367.
321 Hughes, 383.
322 Hughes, 409.

323 The idea that insights from art criticism should enlighten us about philanthropy
may seem far-fetched, but one of the most interesting insights I have had about mod-
ern philanthropy came from reading Andre Malraux’s classic of art criticism, The
Voices of Silence. One of Malraux’s fundamental points is that two developments of
the modern age fundamentally changed our experience of art. One of those develop-
ments was the emergence of the museum as the primary venue for the collection and
appreciation of art. The second was the development of photography, and photo-
graphic books of art, as an even broader form of collection and appreciation than
museums.

Museums and photographic art books fundamentally changed the human experience
of art — as fundamentally as the commercialization of art changed modern art. What
was once local and particular was now presented in a virtually universal context. The
unit of analysis became, increasingly, the school of art, rather than the individual
painter or individual work. Even the sense of what constituted a masterpiece changed,
as masterpieces were defined in relationship to appreciation of schools of art. And
photography, Malraux pointed out, further changed painting by unburdening paint-
ing of its heretofore crucial role of depicting reality. This brought to the fore in art
what had always been an important dimension of painting namely the effort of the
artist to subsume reality into the domain of his own style of painting. Photography, by
subtracting from painting the social task of depicting reality, reinforced the other
coredimension of painting, namely the individual artist’s style.
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What does this have to do with philanthropy? Only this. I would argue that philan-
thropy has gone through a similar process of transformation. Early philanthropy was
by its nature local and particularistic. Early English and American charities were set
up to help the poor or do some other specific thing in a particular place. The emer-
gence of the modern period in philanthropy changed this in two ways. First, there was
the emergence of the modern general purpose foundation, which had a broad and
changeable agenda for its philanthropic work. Second, there was the information
revolution — the philanthropic equivalent of photography — which brought the gen-
eral purpose foundation into contact with literally a global portfolio of possible phil-
anthropic projects.

As with the photographic book of art, the information revolution, coupled with the
emergence of the general purpose foundation, fundamentally changed the entire way
that philanthropy was perceived. What emerged was a virtually overwhelming array
of possible philanthropic projects, which could be organized into the equivalent of
artistic “schools” of work. Within each “school” of possible philanthropic work, there
were often a wide variety of more specific subsets of potential interest.

What this meant for philanthropy was similar to what the parallel developments meant
for art. Just as photography freed art from the social obligation to depict a consensu-
ally accepted reality, so the communications revolution freed philanthropy from a set
and focused local task. The parallel result was that what came to characterize philan-
thropic skill or craftsmanship was the individual “style” of philanthropy. Thus phi-
lanthropists evaluate themselves and each other less on the particular content of what
they are doing — the specific reality that they are addressing — and far more on the
“strategy” or “style” with which they work in whatever field they choose.

The positive side of this stylistic or strategic approach to philanthropy is that some
very sophisticated and sometimes effective approaches to social change have in fact
been developed. In other words, philanthropists have learned a great deal about how
money and other resources can be used to influence both individual and institutional
behavior in a complex world. A negative side of this same observation is that these
techniques may equally be used for debatable or simply unwise ends.

But at a deeper level, this emphasis on style, technique or strategy of philanthropy —
rather than a close and binding relationship to a particular substance — has the same
debilitating potential for the psychic experience of philanthropy that it has in art or
indeed in any of the other fields visited by both the possibilities and the angst of
postmodernism, which we have discussed at some length before. For postmodernism
represents precisely a reflection on a modern world in which, as Malraux presciently
saw in the case of art, the communications revolution brings all historical periods, all
cultures, and all styles to the table of the senses at once. And the human psyche,
which evolved in far more particularistic and local circumstances, is forced to deal
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with a palette of enormous and imposing variety. The result is often, as we have seen,
an embrace of relativism, irony, and sometimes nihilism, which the new reality readily
evokes but which has never historically been a psychically healthy was to live.

Philanthropy, in summary, is presented by the modern age with what Andre Malraux
memorably called the modern “museum without walls.” The vast profusion of phil-
necessary. But the unbinding of philanthropy from the local and particularistic targets
that gave ancient charity its sure sense of meaning is accomplished at great psychic
and social cost.
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sixteen

THE GIFT RELATIONSHIP IN ART,
PHILANTHROPY AND SOCIETY

At the beginning of Chapter I, I cited from The New York Times the ex-
traordinary story of Oseola McCarty, the 87-year-old black woman from
rural Mississippi who did other people’s dirty clothes all of her life, spent
almost nothing on herself, and then gave her entire savings so that black
students could afford to attend the University of Southern Mississippi at a
cost of $2,400 a year. I asked why, in the face of dozens of gifts each year
of tens or even hundreds of millions of dollars, her gift of $150,000 seemed
the most truly philanthropic of all.

This is an important question, for the great truth is that Oseola McCarty
is not alone. All over the country — all over the world — there are thou-
sands of others who unselfconsciously engage in similar acts of true phi-
lanthropy. The great truth is that true philanthropy did not disappear with
the monetization and organization of professional philanthropy. It contin-
ues to be practiced, often by people of the most modest means, every day,
all over the world. But in the discourse of our time, acts like those of
Oseola McCarty are considered “conventional charity,” and are essen-
tially dismissed from the professional dialogue on philanthropy for two
related reasons. First, they typically only help other people one at a time,
as opposed to seeking to leverage other resources so that much larger num-
bers of people would in theory be helped. Secondly, as a result, they do
not appear to be based on a strategy of systems change.
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And yet, there is something about the true gift that touches people at a
deeper level than the carefully crafted strategies of systems change in pro-
fessional philanthropy. There is something in Oseola McCarty’s gift that
takes our breath away, that humbles our pride in professional philanthropic
strategies, that reminds us of a power of the human spirit before which
everything else seems built on sand.

We can dismiss the sense of astonishment we feel in the face of Oseola
McCarty’s gift as a form of residual and outdated romanticism. But in
doing so, we may not give her gift its due. There is a particularly interest-
ing literature that points to the aboriginal power of the gift in human life.
It also links our understanding of artistic gifts, discussed in the last chap-
ter, and the gifts that philanthropy offers to the world. This literature
comes from anthropology and sociology, starting with the brilliant socio-
logical thought of Marcel Mauss, the nephew and student of Emile
Durkheim, who profoundly influenced modern French thought, above all
with his 1923 essay The Gift. (Mauss was specifically a deep influence on
Levi-Strauss, whose 1950 essay on The Gift effectively claimed Mauss
for structuralism.) A brief summary of Mauss’s thought comes from John
Lechte’s fine book, Fifty Contemporary Thinkers: From Structuralism to
Postmodernity .3

Mauss studied the gift relationship in a wide range of indigenous so-
cieties.

Although ostensibly the gift can be distinguished from a commodity
(the basis of exchange in a money economy) in that it does not entail
reciprocity, in fact, Mauss argues, the gift implies a three-fold obliga-
tion: to give, to receive and to reciprocate. Thus, in the light of eth-
nographies of a wide range of societies...Mauss shows that the gift is
the very foundation of social life — so refined and differentiated are
the forms of behavior that are carried out in its wake...

While a capitalist society is not structured according to the gen-
eral social obligations attached to the gift, it is, says Mauss, reason-
able to say, in light of the historical evidence, that Western systems of
law and economy originated from institutions similar to those of soci-
eties dominated by the gift. In modern capitalist societies, then, an
impersonal and calculating attitude developed, whereby a notion of
monetary equivalence came to supplant the moral obligation and battle
for prestige integral to the gift...

[Yet] the gift still permeates “our own” society, but in a much
reduced form. Special religious occasions, weddings and birthdays
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can still generate a substantia gift-giving and the sense that one should
reciprocate with interest, that “we must give back more than we re-
ceive.” Not to be able to reciprocate can leave the receiver in posi-
tion of inferiority vis-a-vis the giver. Whether the meaning of charity
and social welfare should perhaps be viewed in this light is an open
question; for while there may b an element of reciprocity and pride at
stake, charity is also backed by a utilitarian motive that is absent in
gift exchange 3

What was astonishing in Oseola McCarty’s gift was that she lived a
life of gratitude for the work she was given washing other people’s dirty
laundry, and then as she faced the likelihood of her own death in a few
years, rather than saving her $150,000 to ensure some small comforts for
herself, she passed the gift on to others in the ancient tradition of the gift
relationship. She kept nothing but the minimum that she needed. She
passed on all the rest. The power of that act resonates for us because it
goes back to once of the most ancient human traditions. One can even ask
whether its power is so great because institutionalizing the gift relation-
ship may have been one of the greatest social inventions of early homi-
nids — the sharing of what we have with others, so that the whole tribe
may survive — that defined what it means to be human.

The exploration of the role of the gift in modern society has been
carried further by a number of contemporary thinkers, of whom one of the
most interesting is Lewis Hyde, who has written a wonderful meditation
on the subject called The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property.

Hyde quotes Joseph Conrad: “The artist appeals to that part of our
being...which is a gift and not an acquisition — and, therefore, more per-
manently enduring.”

It is the assumption of this book that a work of art is a gift, not a
commodity. Or, to state the modern case with more precision, that
works of art exist simultaneously in two “economies” a market
economy and a gift economy. Only one of these is essential, however:
a work of art can survive without the market, but where there is no gift
there is no art.>?

Here again we begin to see the close linkage between art and philan-
thropy in the symbolic structure of modern society. The “gifts” of both art
and philanthropy may be said to exist in both of these economies — the
gift and the market economy. There are several senses of the word “gift”:
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A gift is a thing we do not get by our own efforts. We cannot buy it;
we cannot acquire it through an act of will. It is bestowed upon us.
Thus we rightly speak of “talent” as a “gift,” for although a talent can
be perfected though an effort of the will, no effort in the world can
cause its initial appearance...We also rightly speak of intuition or in-
spiration as a gift...These two senses of gift refer only to the creation
of the work — what we might call the inner life of art...We feel fortu-
nate, even redeemed. The daily commerce of our lives — “sugar for
sugar and salt for salt,” as the blues singers say — proceeds at its own
constant level, but a gift revives the soul.?*’

Hyde then links this relationship of the gift to the “inner life of art” to
the world that Mass explored:

Every culture offers its citizens an image of what it is to be a man or
woman of substance. There have been times and places in which a
person came into his or her social being through the dispersal of gifts,
the “big man” or “big woman” being that one through whom the most
gifts flowed. The mythology of a market society reverses the picture:
getting rather than giving is the mark of a substantial person, and the
hero is “self-possessed,” “self-made.” So long as these assumptions
rule, a disquieting sense of triviality, of worthlessness even, will nag
the man or woman who works in the service of a gift...When we reckon
our substance by our acquisitions, the gifts of the gifted man are pow-
erless to make him substantial >?

And Hyde then links these artistic and anthropological accounts of
the gift to the wisdom of folk tales involving gifts:

Folk wisdom does not differ markedly from tribal wisdom in its sense
of what a gift is and does, but folk tales are told in a more interior
language; the gifts in fairy tales may, at one level, refer to real prop-
erty, but at another level they are images in the psyche and their story
describes a spiritual or psychological commerce.*?’

The gift relationship, based on the original work of Marcel Mauss,
has, Hyde tells us, been explored with reference to a number of other
disciplines. Marshall Sahlins has explored the gift relationship in the his-
tory of political philosophy; Richard Titmuss published a book called The
Gift Relationship in which he contrasted the British system of handling
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human blood for blood transfusions, which treats all blood as a gift, with
the American system, in which blood is either donated or bought and sold;
and Garret Hardin has explored the limits of altruism in his classic essay
“The Tragedy of the Commons.”**

What I have not seen is an exploration of the role of the gift relation-
ship in contemporary organized philanthropy. In the paragraphs that fol-
low, I want to sketch out what such a treatment might entail.

The central thrust of Mauss’s work and Hyde’s work is, as we have
seen, that the gift relationship represented the highest physical, psycho-
logical and spiritual economy of many tribal societies. But even as capi-
talism replaced the gift relationship, the gift relationship did not die. It
lived on in folk tales, in our use of the word gift to describe artistic or
intuitive capacities, in our exchange of gifts at critical times in our lives,
in our relationship with religious and spiritual communities...and in phi-
lanthropy.

What I want to suggest here is that the disproportionate power of phi-
lanthropy stems in large part from the fact that philanthropy engages the
psychic power of the gift relationship that is largely starved in capitalist
society. The survival of the gift relationship in the traditions that matter
most to us — at birthdays, weddings, in art and in church ceremonies —
suggests that the gift relationship has profound continuing connections to
the bedrock of the human psyche. There are other relationships that have
such bedrock connections: the incest taboo, shamanic traditions of heal-
ing, and the perennial values at the heart of all the great spiritual traditions
have been cited as examples by many writers. The gift relationship seems
to be another of these relationships with very deep structural supports.

We all know, when we receive a gift, that the monetary value of the
gift is rarely the most important thing. “It is the thought that counts,” as
we say, and a “thoughtful gift” is one that is the right gift given at the right
time in the right way — an observation we mentioned at the start of the
essay which is found in all the spiritual traditions. Philanthropy, then, has
the power to engage the deep psychic responses related to the gift rela-
tionship. But the tradition in organized philanthropy today is, we have
seen, a very mixed one. A philanthropic grant or award can be more of a
gift or less of a gift, depending on the circumstances. In all cases, it trig-
gers something of the gift relationship response, but those grants that are
more explicitly “gifts” in the original sense have a special power both for
the public and for the recipient.

The Gift Relationship in Art, Philanthropy and Society
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Awards and fellowships, especially those that one cannot apply for,
carry the most psychically charged version of the gift relationship in phi-
lanthropy. The MacArthur Prize Fellowships Program of the MacArthur
Foundation is one of the smallest grant programs at the Foundation, but it
is the only program for which the Foundation is widely known by the
public. The Pew Fellows Program and the Kellogg Fellows Programs
also have disproportionate public recognition in relationship to the pro-
portion of their foundation budgets that they take up. Nor is it only the
broad public that is especially touched by these “gift-like” grants. The
recipients themselves, who often have received millions of dollars in grant
support for projects in which they are involved that involve more contrac-
tual grants, feel touched — and often for life — in a special way by re-
ceiving one of these “gift-relationship” awards.

But while these “gift-relationship” awards touch something deep in
the human psyche, conversely it may be the case that the “contract-rela-
tionship” awards that move away from the gift-relationship in philanthropy
may create psychic conflicts that we are less aware of. Hyde observes:

The way we treat a thing can sometimes change its nature. For ex-
ample, religions often prohibit the sale of sacred objects, the implica-
tion being that their sanctity is lost if they are bought and sold. A work
of art seems to be a hardier breed; it can be sold in the market place
and still emerge a work of art. But if it is true that in the essential
commerce of art a gift is carried by the work from the artist to his
audience, if I am right to say that where there is no gift there is no art,
then it may be possible to destroy a work of art by converting it into a
pure commodity.**

We see Hyde’s point that the way we treat a thing can change its na-
ture illustrated in other fields.*' For example, at the Cathedral of St. John
the Divine in New York, when Dean James Morton for many years would
raise his hands over the sacrament and intone: “The gifts of God for the
people of God,” it was absolutely critical to the sense of renewal that the
grace of the sacrament was given to us without any commercial exchange
— even though the contribution basket has been passed, as a very separate
transaction, before the sacrament. We were able at the Cathedral during
the service both to give and to receive, as the gift relationship requires,
but without the two events being explicitly connected. By contrast, the
selling of indulgences by the Catholic Church during the Middle Ages is
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widely considered a prime example of the corruption of the Church — it
destroyed the gift relationship.

Love relationships provide another example. In a modern Western
marriage, there are transactions at many levels, sexual, emotional, and
financial. But if the marriage is considered to be based on a financial
exchange, the “gift-relationship” that is at the heart of the free sexual,
emotional and spiritual exchange is considered contaminated. Prostitu-
tion is the end point of this contamination.

So the question we face here is, “what happens to the philanthropic
relationship as it shifts from the original gift-relationship to an increas-
ingly commercial transaction?” On the face of it, it seems that philan-
thropy, like art, is a “hardier breed” than religion or personal relation-
ships. And we argued early in this essay that in some respects the “com-
mercial transaction” model of philanthropy is experienced both by the
funder and the grantee as a cleaner and less charged relationship: they
describe themselves as “doing business together.” But is there a psychic
cost to this transition? The literature on the gift-relationship would sug-
gest that there may be.

(Endnotes)

324 John Lechte, Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers: From Structuralism to
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3! Lewis Hyde was originally inspired to write The Gift by spending time with the
philosopher and social theorist Ivan Illich in Mexico. He is currently working on a
book on the “trickster” archetype in religious and cultural traditions around the world.
Hyde once gave a talk on philanthropy and fiction at a course at the Indiana Univer-
sity program on philanthropy at which he suggested to the students that if they wanted
to understand philanthropy through fiction, they should also study misanthropy in
fiction. He took as his text Herman Melville’s The Confidence Man, which, he sug-
gested, closely read is a meditation on philanthropy and misanthropy. The Confi-
dence Man in Melville’s story, as Hyde describes it, engages each of the other charac-
ters in a conversation that ultimately turns on a discussion of what their “con” is and
how well they are able to play their part. The double-bind that Melville explores
regarding confidence and skepticism is this. If you are a credulous person (or reader),
and believe in humanity and love people (the philanthropic position), you are very
likely to be duped or tricked. If, on the other hand, you are a skeptical person (or
reader), you are never enchanted by anyone’s narrative or story, and your consequent
fate is isolation. This dichotomy of philanthropic credulity and skeptical isolation, I
suggested to Hyde, plays itself out in organized philanthropy, where both grantor and
grantee may find themselves faced with decisions as to whether to believe or be skep-
tical, whether to have faith and risk being conned or to be skeptical and become iso-
lated.

Hyde’s current work on the trickster archetype relates deeply to this issue, since in
many mythologies the trickster is one who raids heaven and steals from the Gods,
who is socially amoral, and yet who is often a necessary companion of the virtuous
hero on his journey because the trickster retains the freedom of movement to do the
necessary which the virtuous hero cannot necessarily do. In Arthur Whaley’s retelling
of the early Buddhist tale of Tripitaka, the monk who journeyed from China to India
to bring back the Mahayana Buddhist scriptures, he was accompanied by a trickster
Monkey, who saves Tripetaka from robbers by killing them. When Tripetaka remon-
strates with the Monkey for having disobeyed the teaching regarding killing, the Mon-
key responds, in effect, “Do you want to get to India or not?” Thus the trickster, who
on the one hand breaks the precepts and steals from heaven, is on the other hand the
necessary companion without whom the virtuous hero could not complete the hero’s
journey. It seems to me that Hyde’s wonderfully creative reflections on these issues
are deeply related to fundamental thought about philanthropy. In this essay we have
contrasted the perennial meanings of “pure philanthropy” based on the precepts found
in all spiritual traditions with the practices in organized philanthropy which are often
business-based at best and corruptions of the “pure philanthropy” teachings at worst.
The archetype of the trickster offers, in effect, an alternative to seeing philanthropy as
“pure” or “corrupted.” In effect, even the best practical philanthropist seeking to
practice the best possible philanthropy in the real world may need to have a “trickster”
dimension of himself within him — the capacity to disobey the perennial precepts in
the service of their greater fulfillment. In the real world, Hyde suggested, the true
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good is not always obvious, and creative people must have the latitude to work effec-
tively in highly ambiguous situations, where the trickster helps the hero fulfill his
purpose.

332 O’ Neill, 20.
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RELIGION AND PHILANTHROPY

Like art and philanthropy, and like the gift relationship and philanthropy,
religion and philanthropy are profoundly linked, and for the same rea-
sons. Atdeep psychic levels, art, compassion, and gift relationships are as
deeply related to being human as the incest taboo or shamanic healing
practices. So when we speak of religion and philanthropy, we are dealing
not just with the often dull and even tawdry institutional forms that this
relationship takes, but with the deepest matters of the human spirit. De-
spite the power of the relationship between religion and philanthropy, most
progressive practitioners and commentators on philanthropy largely ig-
nore the contribution of the religious or spiritual impulse, or of religious
or spiritual institutions, to philanthropy. It is a great mistake.

We have explored the profound link between religion and philanthropy
throughout this essay. We noted that all the great spiritual traditions praise
true philanthropy. We have noted that this deep reverence for true philan-
thropy may have its roots in the gift-relationship that characterized most
early cultures. We have noted the psychological literature on altruism
which, although it is misused to celebrate organized philanthropy as in-
trinsically altruistic, nonetheless shows the deep hold that altruism has on
the human psyche.

Tocqueville wrote in the 1830s: “The religious atmosphere of the coun-
try was the first thing that struck me on arrival in the United States.””**
Religion remains, O’Neill reminds us, the “oldest, largest and most gener-
ously supported component of the third America.”
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Seventy percent of Americans are members of the nation’s 350,000
churches, synagogues, and mosques. Forty percent of Americans say
they attend religious services weekly. Over forty million Americans
volunteer in religious organizations. In 1987, $44 billion, nearly half
of all private funds contributed to charity, was donated to religion.
The number of people who donate to religion is more than twice the
number who donate to health care, social services, education, or any
other charity.** O’Neill, 20-21.

Many of the most important social institutions and movements in
America had origins in this primal American impulse. O’Neill points out
that almost all private education is or was religiously affiliated; most hos-
pitals and health care agencies started as religious organizations, as did
many social service agencies. The civil rights movement emerged from
the black churches; many ethnic mutual aid societies had religious ori-
gins; most nonprofit international assistance programs are religiously af-
filiated:

A recent national study found that 87 percent of local religious con-
gregations are involved in human service activities, 68 percent in health
work, 43 percent in arts and culture activities, 38 percent in education,
and 27 percent in environmental efforts.>*

Religion is the most trusted institution in American society. Gallup
polls consistently find that Americans place more confidence in orga-
nized religion than in the U.S. Supreme Court, Congress, the military,
public schools, banks, unions, newspapers or television. Twice as many
Americans express confidence in religion as in television or newspa-
pers.3¥’

By striking contrast, we have previously cited Independent Sector re-
search showing that nonprofits and foundations are far less trusted than
religious institutions.

It is important to emphasize that organized religion does not only re-
ceive money. It follows the to a surprising degree the injunction of the
gift-relationship tradition to “keep the gift moving.” So of the $44 billion
that Americans gave to organized religion, almost half, $19.1 billion, was
donated or expended for other than religious activities. In fact the Coun-
cil on Foundations estimated in a 1984 study that American churches and
synagogues gave more money to charity than foundations and corpora-
tions did.**
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In light of this powerful history of religion as what O’Neill properly
calls “the Godmother of the Nonprofit Sector,” it is fascinating to observe
how progressive organized philanthropy generally treats religion. The
progressive literature of social change philanthropy is largely silent on
religion, except when it comes to efforts to use religious organizations as
a vehicle to disseminate messages on issues like the environment. Pro-
gressive organized philanthropy tends to dismiss religious giving as “purely
conventional philanthropy,” a kind of hopelessly retrograde social impulse
that wastes resources that could otherwise go to proactive philanthropy.
With that, progressive organized philanthropy has generally abandoned
the religious impulse as a concern, and left the field completely open to
the religious right, which has obligingly taken up the opportunity and
molded the Christian Coalition into what Time Magazine in May 1995
described as the single most powerful religious influence on politics in
this century.

David Horton Smith of Boston College, one of the foremost research-
ers in this field and a founder of ARNOVA, the Association for Research
on Nonprofit Organizations and Voluntary Action, pointed to this issue in
his 1983 article bluntly entitled “Churches Are Generally Ignored in Con-
temporary Voluntary Action Research: Causes and Consequences.”

Contemporary research and theory on voluntary action...generally ig-
nore religion and religious institutions...The causes of this situation
are to be found in historical tendencies for social science research on
the sacred and the secular to be very clearly separated and in contem-
porary tendencies for social science research to maintain strong disci-
plinary and topical specialization boundaries.**

Smith suggested that both the religious and secular parts of the volun-
tary sector suffered, both practically and intellectually, from this division.
He traces it in part to the remarkable fact that the very concept of “volun-
tary association” in sociology has, amazingly, excluded churches from the
category of associations for at least the thirty year period from the 1940s
to 1970. He attributes the cause of this exclusion, which radically distorts
our sense of what voluntary organizations in America consist of, both to
the importance of the sacred-secular distinction to the founders of sociol-
ogy a century earlier and to the tendency of the behavioral sciences to be
excessively “discipline-bound.”

Religion and Philanthropy
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This may explain why sociologists and other academics have so sepa-
rated religion from other sectors of voluntary action in their studies. But
I believe that there is a far deeper issue here, and it truly deserves out
attention. Most progressive philanthropists I know in organized philan-
thropy have the same tendency to see their sector as essentially different
from the religious sector. The religious sector makes many of them un-
comfortable; this despite the fact that the origins of the sector are so pro-
foundly based in religious institutions.

One of the underlying factors in the United States supporting this sepa-
ration may be our founding separation of church and state in the Constitu-
tion. Since many secular nonprofits interact principally with government
or government-related societal issues, the religious sector may naturally
seem tangential to their concerns.

I personally believe that unreflective acceptance of this separation
truly does, as Smith suggests, weaken both parts of the independent sector
both intellectually and practically. Take the single issue of strengthening
civil society, an issue with which progressive philanthropy professes to be
deeply concerned. Churches, synagogues and mosques probably consti-
tute the strongest single force in America today for strengthening civil
society. They probably do more to create trusting relationships, teach real
values, teach conflict resolution, give people direct experience with the
practice of altruism, strengthen the family, and build what Robert Putnam
calls social capital than any other American enterprise. Why then do
progressives ignore religious institutions, or suspect that their social agen-
das are intrinsically disposed to be right-wing?

There is interesting poll data on evangelical Christians, for example,
that suggests that on many important social issues, the evangelicals are
only slightly more conservative — if more conservative at all — than the
population in general. It is true that there are some hot-button issues,
notably abortion and various expressions of sexuality, on which church-
goers are more conservative. But even on these issues, the extent of po-
larization is greatly overstated by the media because the activists on these
issues that make news portray themselves as speaking for a much larger
constituency than they actually have.

One could hazard the guess that progressive organized philanthropy
has largely abandoned religion primarily because the cultural community
of those involved with progressive philanthropy has itself generally aban-
doned organized religion. To the extent that this progressive community
has any spiritual inclinations at all, these tend to be expressed through a
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non-Church based “spirituality” that adherents do not generally associate
with mainline religious organizations. This abandonment of mainstream
religion may be in many respects an example of what Christopher Lasch
called “the revolt of the elites” that we discussed earlier, and the broader
abandonment of affiliation with and empathic association with mainstream
American social values and concerns.

I personally regard the alienation of organized progressive philanthropy
from the mainline American religious communities as one of the most
profound errors that the progressive community has made. Rather than
dismissing the billions of dollars that ordinary Americans give to their
churches and synagogues as dismal conventional philanthropy, I would
be inclined to see it as one of the strongest forms of evidence of grassroots
support for the kind of civil society that Americans actually want. If some
of the social values of most Americans are more conservative than those
of the progressive community on hot-button issues, I would be inclined to
accept that as evidence of the diversity of American culture, rather than
making it a reason to dismiss religious philanthropy as retrograde.

My guess, perhaps even my conviction, is that as long as religion is
overlooked by progressive American philanthropy as the Godmother of
the American third sector, and of American civil society itself, progres-
sive philanthropy will be socially and politically marginalized. Religious
Americans do not belong in any fundamental way to the Christian Coali-
tion. But as long as the Christian Coalition recognizes that the progres-
sive community has lost its capacity to formulate and support a moral
agenda that speaks to values and support of the family, and therefore that
the Religious Right can occupy a great vacuum in American life that
progressives are deeply conflicted about addressing, both progressive phi-
lanthropy and the social causes it supports will make little headway against
the conservative hegemony that dominates American political life today.

One other key point about philanthropy and religion is that religious
texts provide some of the most subtle discourses on the nature of philan-
thropy to be found anywhere. Judaism, for example, is noted for its en-
gagement with philanthropy.

For an example of early Jewish thought on philanthropy, charity, and
acts of loving kindness, one can consult Judah Goldin, The Living Tal-
mud: The Wisdom of the Fathers [New York: Mentor, 1957].

1.”Simon the Righteous was one of the last members of the Great
Assembly. He used to say: On three things the Age stands—On the
Torah, on the Temple Service, and on Acts of Piety.”
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A commentary on this was: “Acts of lovingkindness are greater
than charity. Charity applies only to the living, acts of lovingkindness
apply to the living and the dead. Charity is something a man does with
his wealth, acts of lovingkindness he carries out with his wealth and
by means of his whole person. In acts of lovingkindness the poor
man’s feelings are spared: for example when one lends a poor man
funds to help him in his hour of need; whereas when one gives the
poor man charity, the poor man inevitably feels some shame. Charity
affects the poor only; acts of lovingkindness affect the rich also.”

2. “Everything is foreseen, yet freedom of choice is granted; in
mercy the world is judged; and everything is in accordance with the
preponderance of works.”

A commentary: “The good qualities of a man are not the product
of a single great act, but of the recurrence of many good works — only
this way is virtue firmly acquired. For example, a charitable nature is
not acquired when a person gives one needy individual a thousand
gold pieces on one occasion...whereas a person who gives away a thou-
sand gold pieces on a thousand occasions does acquire a charitable
nature.”

3. “There are four types of charity givers:

He who wishes to give but that others should not give —
begrudges what belongs to others.

That others should give but not he —
begrudges what belongs to himself.

That he should give and others too — the Saint.

That neither he nor others give — The Wicked.”

A commentary: “The sages are right in saying that charity may be
of three kinds: there is charity that is like gold, here is charity like
silver, and there is charity like brass. The kind of charity that is like
gold is the charity a man practices in secret...Charity that is like silver
is hardly credit to a man — it is the kind a man gives when he is in
trouble...Charity that is like brass is the following: the man is totally
hostile to it and will not give to charity at all. But when his time is up,
and he must depart the world...then he puts his mind to it and orders
the members of his household to use his wealth for charitable pur-
poses, imagining that charity will deliver him from death.”
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Although I am not a student of the Talmud, the following observa-
tions emerge from the whole text:

First, charity, acts of lovingkindness, and tithing were among the dis-
tinctions the early commentators on the Torah made in different kinds
of philanthropy.

Second, their principles concerns in all three forms of philanthropy
were the effects of the acts upon the character of both the giver and the
receiver.

Third, there is absolutely no hint in this literature of any craven
concern with how arich person might receive the often difficult teach-
ings on the different kinds of philanthropy.

Similarly, Christ spoke in the same tradition in his saying that it
was easier for a camel to pass though the eye of a needle than for a
rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. This is absolutely reversed
in our time, when the philanthropic literature never addresses the spiri-
tual challenges of wealth.

Fourth, there is an interesting tension between the teachings that
tithing will increase your wealth “if one wishes to grow rich” and the
teachings such as those of Rabbi Meir, which repeatedly enjoined that
one engage in business as little as possible and devote oneself to spiri-
tual study. Thus even in these early times, when spiritual commentar-
ies were unafraid to offer difficult teachings about the nature of phi-
lanthropy, there was a recognition of the institutional interest of the
religious establishment in tithing as well as of the social organism as a
whole in supporting the poor and setting aside tithes against times of
famine.

Fifth, most revealing, perhaps, for modern philanthropy is the dis-
tinction between charity and lovingkindness offered by the commen-
tator on Simon the Righteous and quoted above: “Charity is some-
thing a man does with his wealth, acts of lovingkindness he carries out
with his wealth and by means of his whole person.” This thought is
quite distinct from the calculus of contemporary organized and mon-
etized philanthropy.

(Endnotes)
34 John Lechte, Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers: From Structuralism to
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and postmodern thought.
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THE TRIADIC RELATIONSHIP OF RELIGION,
PHILANTHROPY AND CIVILIZATION

This essay began with a discussion of civilization as the broad framework
within which this experiment in reflecting back and forth between philan-
thropy and the civilization that surrounds it would proceed. Civilizations
are extraordinary processes. They are, in a sense, the shape of the sum
total of the social, economic, political, artistic, technological, and reli-
gious inventions of large human communities that have survived over time.
Their achievements are no greater, in terms of their intrinsic worth, than
the indigenous cultures from which they emerged. Their tendency to de-
stroy the indigenous cultures with which they come into contact is tragic,
as is their characteristically destructive effect on biological diversity. Yet
to deny their beauty and their achievement would be as mistaken as to
deny their tragic deficiencies.

It is not an accident of placement in this essay that we return to the
issue of civilization and philanthropy right after a discussion of religion
and philanthropy. For the great lasting civilizations within which most of
humanity lives have been organized around core religious belief struc-
tures for millennia.

William H. McNeill is one of the great students of civilization. His
book The Rise of the West: A History of the Human Community was ac-
claimed by Arnold Toynbee as “the most lucid presentation of world his-
tory in narrative form that I know.”
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In a critical 25th anniversary retrospective essay, McNeill looked back
on the book with a critical eye that at once reveals the postmodern per-
spective and shows its limitations:

In retrospect it seems obvious that The Rise of the West should be seen
as an expression of the postwar imperial mood in the United States.
Its scope and conception is a form of intellectual imperialism, for it
takes on the world as a whole, and it tries to understand global history
on the basis of the concept of cultural diffusion developed among
American anthropologists in the 1930s. In particular, The Rise of the
West is built on the notion that the principle factor promoting histori-
cally significant social change is contact with strangers possessing new
and unfamiliar skills. A corollary of this proposition is that centers of
high skill (i.e., civilizations) tend to upset their neighbors by exposing
them to attractive novelties. Less-skilled people round about are then
impelled to try to make those novelties their own so as to attain for
themselves the wealth, power, truth and beauty that civilized skills
confer on their possessors. Yet such efforts provoke a painful ambiva-
lence between the drive to imitate and an equally fervent desire to
preserve the customs and institutions that distinguish the would-be
borrowers from the corruptions and injustices that adhere in civilized
life.**

McNeill makes all the proper criticisms of his perspective: that “it can
be dismissed as being more than a rationalization of American hegemony,”
that “it tends to march with the big battalions, looking at history from the
point of view of the winners,” and that, more trenchantly, it “assumes that
separate civilizations form real and important human groupings and that
their interactions constitute the main theme of world history,” as opposed
to looking at the cosmopolitan process, for example, that was “binding
the people of the Middle East together.”**

This cosmopolitan process was, of course, the beginning of the a world
civilization:

A new dimension when, with the improvement of communication,
diverse civilizations begin to impinge on one another more and more
often in increasingly urgent ways, since under these circumstances the
autonomy and independence of the separate civilizations begin to
shrink, and a new cosmopolitan entity — what Wallerstein calls a world
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system — may start to take over as the key factor in further historical
development.**!

But how one would study the emergence of the cosmopolitan world
system over time is, McNeill believes, by no means obvious:

The fluctuating growth of this sort of world system, with shifting cen-
ters and a great multiplicity of peoples and cultures caught within it,
seems to me now to be a part of world history that largely escaped my
attention...Exactly how a narrative could combine both aspects [the
description of individual civilizations and the emerging ecumene] is
not easy to specify...Cultural pluralism and differentiation is a domi-
nating feature of human history; yet beneath and behind that pluralism
there is also an important commonality. That commonality found ex-
pression in the rise of a world system that transcended political and
cultural boundaries because human beings desired to have the results
of the operation of that system.**?

The history of the world system that McNeill describes as emerging,
primarily after 1850, is the history of the “Rise of the West.” While the
analysis is decidedly Eurocentric, its deficiencies can be corrected and the
central insights still stand. The intensive contacts, often very brutal, among
different peoples who came to live in the Eurasian landmass drove the
development of innovations much faster than was the case in Africa, South
America, or North America. Cultures and civilizations of great beauty
emerged on all three of those continents and, we might add, ways of living
that were generally more ecologically sustainable. The intensive con-
tacts, both peaceful and bellicose, that characterized Eurasia, ultimately
resided, in the funnel-shaped end of the landmass that was Western Eu-
rope, in the development of the most inventive of the great civilizations.
Thus it is critical to recognize that the inventiveness of the West rose in
large part from its geopolitical position as the place where cultures en-
countered each other most vigorously. Out of millenia of human tragedy
and creativity, the West rose to dominate the emerging global ecumene.**

While that process of Western dominance started around 1500, it be-
came transformative after 1850, and the century that followed 1850 was
the one in which the West truly came to dominate the world. But as the
millennium comes to an end, many analysts feel that we may be experi-
encing the emergence of a new world order. Its shape is very difficult to
characterize.
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It seems to me that the new world order may be characterized in this
way.

First, the Western innovations that gave the West the power to domi-
nate the rest of the world have now spread throughout the ecumene,
and are being exploited — and even significantly advanced on — by
Non-Western powers, most notably in Asia.

Second, a global civilization has emerged with transnational eco-
nomic and allied political and cultural elites that, as Christopher Lasch
noted, do not owe primary allegiance to their countries or cultures of
origin.

Third, not only have transnational elites emerged, but also there
has been a strong dissemination of transnational “tribes” of a variety
of different kinds, so that the great religions and ethnic groups that
were once rooted in specific geographical areas are increasingly dis-
tributed throughout the ecumene.

One of the most fundamental characteristics of the new global system
1s its combination of stabilities and instabilities. Thus far, it has avoided a
really profound “crash” for fifty years. But the number of different kinds
of forces that could create radical social, economic and ecological
discontinuities continues to grow, and therefore the combined probability
that one or more of these forces will trigger major discontinuities contin-
ues to grow. The likelihood that there will be major discontinuities of one
kind or another during the next century seems very high.

In the event of one or more major social, economic or ecological
discontinuities, the entire global system would probably reconstellate it-
self in major and largely unpredictable ways. And yet, absent the most
catastrophic discontinuities, it is likely that the emerging global civiliza-
tion will continue to gain power at the expense of the regional civiliza-
tions; that the regional civilizations will continue to disperse with the tribes
that carry them internationally; and that the West will lose relative power
in relationship to Asia and possibly other centers of civilization, such as
Islam, as the process continues.

Yet while the West is likely to lose relative power to other centers, it
remains likely to be the primary influence in the emerging global civiliza-
tion, although Asia may come to rival it. To put it differently, there may
be an increasing differentiation of functions.

Whatever our speculations, the study of great civilizations and of the
emerging global civilization, the ecumene, seems to me indispensable to
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effective compassionate action for a sustainable planetary future. Let me
give a few brief examples.

One of the most promising approaches to creating an ecologically sus-
tainable global economic system is the development and implementation
of “Green Plans,” a cause championed in the United States by Huey Johnson
of the Resource Renewal Center, who has written a seminal book by that
title. Johnson describes the pioneering work that the Dutch have done in
creating a serious Green Plan, and lesser efforts in New Zealand, Canada,
and elsewhere.*** Green Plans were also implicitly endorsed at the Earth
Summit through its action plan, Agenda 21, and the creation of the Com-
mission on Sustainable Development at the United Nations, where coun-
tries are supposed to report regularly on the steps they take toward
sustainability. Suppose one were to ask: in what major industrial power
might we expect effective Green Plans to develop first? A reader of the
history of cultures and civilizations might select Germany as a promising
candidate. German industrial development paralleled that of the United
States in the nineteenth century but was crucially different.

“The Germans’ most important innovation was to extend the scope of
deliberate, conscious management in the industrial process.” In the tech-
nical sphere, Germans “organized invention, making it a deliberate, ex-
pected, normal affair.” In finance, Germans abrogated the free market by
allowing, under the supervision of the state, the emergence of a half dozen
major “private bureaucracies” that were nominally called “banks” whose
purpose was to provide the coordinating role in the cartels in which they
provided long-term financing. In human engineering, “German trade and
technical schools prepared them for specific jobs more effectively than
any others in the world.”** McNeill, 739-41.

These qualities of German culture and civilization, shared to a very
substantial extent by the Dutch, make Germany a very likely candidate to
be the first major global economic power to adapt a Green Plan. Japan,
which shares (and indeed copied) many characteristics of German indus-
trial and cultural organization might come close behind. The United States,
by contrast, will probably have to develop the equivalent of a Green Plan
along a radically different path, simply because the culture does not have
a history of anything like German trust in the intelligence of government
leadership or the possibilities of national mobilization along lines like these
in peacetime.

Another revealing insight, referred to above, into the likely shape of
the cosmopolitan ecumene in provided by Joel Klotkin, in his fascinating
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book Tribes: How Race, Religion and Identity Determine Success in the
New Global Economy. Klotkin examines how some dispersed ethnic
groups have emerged as particularly successful in such key international
areas as business, technology and communications. A senior fellow with
the Progressive Policy Institute in Washington, Klotkin shows how the
Jews, the British, the Japanese, the Indians, and the Chinese pioneered the
emergence of “global tribes.” He also points to the emerging global tribes
including Koreans, Filipinos, the Lebanese, the Palestinians, Armenians,
and, perhaps most interesting, the Mormons are creating global networks
based on tribal identities for economic and cultural survival.** The seri-
ous student of the potential role of social inventions to achieve a more just
and sustainable future treasures observations like this observation of
Klotkin on global tribes, because it suggests the force lines along which
social inventions might travel in nonobvious ways. For example, a more
prosaic approach to inventing a sustainable future focuses on local, state
and national governmental interventions, on national and transnational
corporations, on non-governmental organizations, on international orga-
nizations, and perhaps on religions. Yet some of the most important and
influential force lines may lie in the spreading matrices of these global
tribes, which tend to play leading roles in different sectors of the economy
in countries around the world. A social invention in a key sector would
move far more effectively if it had been tested and endorsed by respected
members of the global tribes that control those sectors.*’

What I am suggesting here is not a specific analysis, but a way of
thinking that takes as its starting point the central role that religion, civili-
zation, and indigenous patterns of philanthropy associated with these reli-
gions and civilizations have played throughout human history. Initiatives
that move with the flow of these greatest of social inventions —civiliza-
tions and religions — are likely to be far more effective than initiatives
unconsciously sited in one subset of a civilization — such as the Roman-
tic revolt against the Enlightenment Project in the West —with the vain
hope that such initiatives will be welcomed by all humankind.

The forms that philanthropy takes in the great global civilizations dif-
fer markedly from one civilization to another. Only the most short-sighted
and chauvinistic of observers would suggest that the particular form phi-
lanthropy has taken in the United States, with its huge array of private
foundations and non-governmental organizations, is necessarily an ad-
vance on the way philanthropy is practiced in other great civilizations or
smaller cultures. But as organized North American philanthropy under-
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takes to work for a sustainable future in the ecumene, its practitioners
should be particularly thoughtful about the power of the great civiliza-
tions in which it presumes to intervene.

(Endnotes)
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that MacNeill’s idea of “big history” has “begun to find endorsement in some profes-
sional circles, notably in the Netherlands,” Pfaff notes that McNeill does not go back
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else to strengthen my sense of the importance of social inventions and of the social
entrepreneurs who develop them. Drayton’s view is that the world does a great deal to
reward economic entrepreneurs, and that faced with the rapid pace of change we need
to do more to support social entrepreneurs. Thinking in terms of global tribes may
assist us in imagining where innovations could have a particularly highly leveraged
impact. For example, a social innovation adopted and endorsed by the Mormons, and
effecting lives in their communities, could have an enormous impact in one of the
fastest growing tribes in the world. Similarly, a social or technological innovation for
gas stations, adopted by one of the global tribes that gravitate toward owning service
stations, might be disseminated rapidly that way.
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THE GOOD NEWS ABOUT PHILANTHROPY

“I have never been that impressed,” Scott McVay of the Geraldine R. Dodge
Foundation once said to me, “with philanthropy writ large. But I think
that in individual cases philanthropists do some very interesting things.”#
McVay’s comment, I believe, reflects some of the deepest wisdom about
the condition of organized, monetized philanthropy in our time. As a whole,
American philanthropy reflects both the greatness and the tragedies of
American civilization. But when you look at individual foundations, there
are a lot of interesting things being done.

By the same logic, if we ask whether philanthropy is likely to deci-
sively affect the greatest problems of America or the world, the most likely
answer is no, simply because philanthropy as a whole is so deeply a part
of the way elites protect and modulate a status quo that protects their in-
terests, and because philanthropy as a whole operates in so very frag-
mented, inconsistent, and often self-cancelling ways. But that question
may be setting the hurdle too high. If we ask, on the other hand, whether
philanthropy helps in thousands, even millions, of lesser ways, the answer
is certainly yes.

Because of the nature of this essay, one of the tasks we have not un-
dertaken is to elaborate on the work of those who have focused their atten-
tion on the accomplishments of American philanthropy. But the fact is that
anyone who has been professionally close to philanthropy over several
decades of work, or who has studied the history of philanthropy, is aware
that countless good things have been done by philanthropy in America.
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If we ask whether the good that philanthropy does is greater than the
harm that it does, the answer is debatable. Your answer would probably
depend on whether you think the status quo and its progressive modula-
tion is on the whole worth defending. If you look at the role philanthropy
plays within the whole structure of the status quo, the judgement on phi-
lanthropy is quite probably strongly affirmative. For although philan-
thropy is profoundly implicated in the shortcomings and inequities of
American society, it is equally profoundly implicated in its successes, and
even in its triumphs. On the other hand, if the status quo looks intolerable
for a variety of reasons, the balance between the role of philanthropy in
supporting the status quo and its role in changing it will be one that you
debate.

If one looks at the great landmarks of American philanthropy, one
would have to include Carnegie’s funding of public libraries across
America, Rockefeller’s funding of decisive research into the control of
infectious diseases, and Rockefeller and Ford funding of the Green Revo-
lution as three of the great monuments in the field. While the funding of
libraries may well have been an unmitigated good, the combination of the
control of tropical infectious diseases and the Green Revolution played a
critical role — for all their benefits — in generating the global population
explosion that is straining the planetary ecological system today.

Similarly, one could say that philanthropy has played a critical role in
the development of the major new social movements — the civil rights
movement, the women’s movement, the environmental movement and
others. And yet, crucial as these movements are to planetary survival, we
saw earlier in this essay how they have contributed to the fragmenting of
the coalition that sustained social democratic majorities in the Western
democracies for much of half a century.

We can foresee that breakthroughs in energy efficiency and other ef-
forts to enable us to do more with less may simply result globally in a
capacity to pack the world tighter still. Suppose we achieve astounding
breakthroughs like a nonpolluting energy source, or ecologically sustain-
able building materials, or the conquest of cancer? May these not all be
incremental steps in the process by which the global human hive increases
its capacity to populate more and more and more of the earth? It is not
that I do not cherish every single one of the achievements of philanthropy
described above — and the hoped-for breakthroughs mentioned as well.
But I recommend a capacity to see these breakthroughs past and future
with a kind of double vision, so that the endless paradox of what we achieve
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by social and scientific inventions does not escape us. Modern philan-
thropy, in this view, might be regarded as a social invention which in-
creases the rate at which other social and scientific inventions are achieved.
Whether accelerating the rate of social and scientific inventions is a net
benefit at this point in human history is again a paradoxical issue. Per-
haps part of what we need to save the world from is the endless accelera-
tion of inventions with unintended consequences, of which philanthropi-
cally supported inventions are an integral part.

Of course we should distinguish philanthropic support for technological
and scientific breakthroughs, which by definition accelerate one dimen-
sion of the process of change, from foundation support for social inven-
tions, which accelerate a different dimension. We have noted that, since
the Gaither Report proposed that the Ford Foundation focus on social is-
sues a half century ago, social issues have been a leading focus of philan-
thropy. In this regard I recall a conversation with a program officer at a
very large foundation, who described discussions at the foundation fo-
cused on why the foundation was having difficulty communicating about
recent large successes, as opposed to the brilliant large-scale successes of
its early years. That question led to the deeper realization that it was
difficult to point to comparable recent large-scale successes, and further
reflection on that issue. “I think the president understands,” the program
officer said, “that there aren’t many silver bullets around for the questions
we are addressing. Working for social change is about trying something,
seeing what happens, correcting what you did and trying again.”** Try-
ing to address population issues, women’s reproductive rights, human
rights, and other social issues is a profoundly different thing from build-
ing libraries, creating new species of high-yield crops, or combatting ma-
laria — the outstanding victories of the early days of the great founda-
tions. Working on social issues rarely yields clear-cut successes and, when
such successes do take place — the end of the Cold War, the changes of
government in Central Europe and South Africa— it is always difficult to
say what role third sector initiatives supported by foundations actually
played.

There may be another reason why the great triumphs of early twenti-
eth century philanthropy are rarely repeated toward the end of the century,
in addition to the greater difficulty of clear-cut success on large social
issues as opposed to scientific and technological issues or institution-build-
ing efforts like Carnegie’s libraries. That reason is simply that the greater
complexity of the contemporary world — more players with power re-
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sources equivalent to those of the large foundations — enormously di-
lutes the relative power of the philanthropic community. In fact, the growth
of the number of large foundations itself dilutes the impact of any single
foundation. This observation may be related to one by Nielsen cited ear-
lier in the essay — that recent history has yielded few “great” presidents
of very large foundations. Nielsen speculated that the very large founda-
tion might have become too large and too complex to be susceptible to
“great” leadership. We also cited speculation from a foundation president
that perhaps more corporate boards were diminishing the freedom of ac-
tion of the presidents of these foundations or perhaps, as suggested here,
the increasing number of players with comparable resources was respon-
sible. In any case, the marked decline in monumental philanthropic achieve-
ments by the very large foundations is a reality of contemporary philan-
thropy, whatever the cause.

A book dedicated to celebrating the good news about philanthropy
without these qualms is Brian O’Connell’s Philanthropy in Action, cited
at the start of this essay. O’Connell, former President of Independent
Sector, is devoted to describing some of the good things philanthropy,
large and small, has done.

Robert H. Goddard got the seed money to do his pioneering work
with rockets from Daniel Guggenheim and his foundation. Admiral Rich-
ard E. Byrd explored the North Pole with support from Edsel Ford. Leland
and Jane Stanford created Stanford University in memory of their son.
The Carnegie Corporation played a critical role in the development of the
NAACP Legal Defense Fund. Ford Foundation took the lead in develop-
ing the Mexican-American Legal Defense Fund (MALDEF) and the Na-
tive Americans Rights Fund (NARF). Amos Kendall financed one of the
leading educational institutions for the deaf, Gallaudet College in Wash-
ington, D.C. O’Connel cites many hundreds of similar examples; he could
have cited thousands.

So it may not be best to evaluate philanthropy only by asking the deep
structural questions we have asked regarding its fundamental relationship
to social inequities in the United States and other countries. We must also
ask how it functions in hundreds of thousands, even millions of smaller
ways, to “repair the world” — to make it a better place piece by piece.

This is particularly useful in an American context, because not only is
the United States the most inequitable of advanced industrial societies —
it is also arguably the most creative and dynamic. There may even, awful
though it is to contemplate, be some relationship between the inequities
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that the free-wheeling American economic and social system tolerates and
the ongoing cultural and economic explosiveness of its creativity. Many
European observers of American society believe this to be true. If we are
willing to ask deep structural questions on the other side of the equation
— whether philanthropy is structurally related to social inequity — we
have to have the courage to ask equally fundamental questions about the
relationship of the American system to creativity that cut the other way.

However one answers this question, it certainly seems true that the
dynamism of the American economic system and the dynamism of the
third sector seem certainly to be first cousins. Philanthropy may not do
much to improve inequities of social distribution overall, but it contrib-
utes to an enormous variety of ways of dealing with poverty. And if we go
beyond questions of social justice, to education, science, medicine, the
arts, and other general goods, the role of American philanthropy is often
extraordinary.

PHILANTHROPY AS A “WHIG OLIGARCHY” — AND ITS REAL
CONTRIBUTION TO THE PUBLIC GOOD

The case in favor of organized philanthropy in the United States goes
beyond the “good news” about philanthropic contributions to thousands
of acts of “repairing the world.” We should mention one very plausible —
to me decisive — argument in favor of organized philanthropy that ac-
cepts what we have called the “shadow narrative” of philanthropy, yet
goes beyond it. According to this argument, it may be true that the philan-
thropic enterprise is a contributing part of the system that has created in
the United States the most regressive citizen support systems in the indus-
trial world. And yet, this argument suggests that, in all probability, abol-
ishing independent philanthropy would probably make the system even
worse, rather than better. What philanthropy offers, according to this ar-
gument, is a set of independent power bases that are capable of mobiliz-
ing citizens and resources on behalf of reform. O’Neill cites Lester
Salamon’s observation:

For government to act, substantial segments of the public must be
aroused, public officials must be informed, laws must be written, ma-
jorities must be assembled, and programs must be put into operation.
By contrast, to generate a voluntary-sector response, a handful of in-
dividuals acting on their own or with outside contributed support can
suffice.’*
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Paradoxically, in this view, organized philanthropy may make an im-
portant contribution to pluralism in America, but it is scarcely a demo-
cratic pluralism: it is a pluralism of oligarchies. Whitaker, in summarizing
his extensive balanced review of organized philanthropy in the United
States and Britain affirms this:

The most accurate charge against the foundations is that they are the
modern Whig oligarchy. It is the highest-income class which derives
the most benefit from their tax-exemption, while the general public
pay higher taxes as a consequence. The result is that the progressive
nature of most modern tax-systems is contravened by a concept which
eludes any democratic involvement. Any net benefit that society re-
ceives in return is unproven; since the majority of foundations are
pursuing pedestrian programs in an amateur way, the equivalent amount
of money might very possibly be better spent by any reasonably en-
lightened government. But, in the society in which we live, this is not
the real alternative. Foundations’ wealth is subject to much greater
accountability and on the whole is being employed with much greater
social responsibility than that of rich private individuals, who in
America possess more than one hundred times the assets foundations
do...In society as it is at present constituted, the conclusion must be
that, overall, foundations in fact represent a beneficial anomaly...Some
of the adversaries of foundations, whose best is the enemy of others’
good, are a little reminiscent of that part of the left who attacked the
Weimar republic... All capitalist countries, and especially Protestant
ones, retain slowly weakening traditions of self-help and antipathy to
government actions. Governments, in any event, naturally concen-
trate on policy-oriented research, or have short-term priorities dictated
by the pressure of events. In America or Western Europe at present
there is little realistic alternative that the State will be either willing or
allowed to perform the role played by foundations; meanwhile, foun-
dations funnel a little part of private wealth towards public good.*"

In my view, Whitaker’s analysis, written two decades ago, remains as
exquisitely balanced and accurate a summary of the rationale for honest
support of organized philanthropy that one can find. I find it infinitely
more reassuring to travel the road of critical assessment, and reach this
kind of balanced judgement, than to accept the industrial perspective that
resolutely averts its gaze from philanthropy’s dark side.
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CONCLUSION:
Why WE May “CHooseE Hore” ABOUT PHILANTHROPY

All that I have learned about philanthropy in this study can be summa-
rized in two words: Choose hope. There are other choices — cynicism
and despair — but pragmatically and psychologically, hope is the best
choice. Philanthropy, in its true sense, caring for humanity and for life on
earth, can only be undertaken by those who choose hope. Hope and phi-
lanthropy are indissolubly linked.

The heart of the hope I choose is that the philanthropic impulse, so
deeply imbedded in what it means to be human, will always be present
among us, and always be struggling to reshape its social and institutional
expression as older forms are corrupted or decay and as newer forms are
called for by the times. I must emphasize that this is not a certainty. Itis
quite possible that the degradation of all forms of life that humanity is
visiting on the earth may lead to an erosion — biological as well as social,
psychological and spiritual — of the capacity for love and wisdom that is
the basis of all true philanthropy. It therefore seems to me that one of the
most fundamental of all human purposes in philanthropy should be to
stop and reverse that erosion of the tree of life itself that humanity is en-
gaged in. To do so requires above all that we can even dream that it is
possible. To dream this dream, we can only choose hope.

The further expression of my hope for philanthropy is that organized
and monetized philanthropy in America, despite its limitations and cor-
ruptions and confusions, will make the crucial contribution to the decent
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movement of humanity toward a just and livable future that we all pray
for. I believe this is possible, all the challenges that we have reviewed
notwithstanding. And yet we must be very clear that for the true philan-
thropists, social structures like foundations and nonprofit organizations
are only vehicles for genuine service to humanity and to all life. If they
cease to serve true philanthropy, we need not be sentimental about their
continuance, and we must never confuse the personal vested interests of
livelihood that we may have in their continuance with the question of
whether they can be improved or even replaced. At the same time, we
should be equally wary of those who criticize the independent sector in
the name of true philanthropy, yet whose hidden agenda may be far riskier
for liberty, social justice and an ecologically sustainable future than the
flawed yet tried institutions they would restrict or destroy.

Yet we should also realize that the historical struggle in the whole
modern experience between church and state, which transmuted in the
modern period into a struggle between business, government and the in-
dependent sector, is a struggle among institutions and interests. We can-
not identify the interests of the independent sector with true philanthropy
any more than we can identify the interests of business or government
with true philanthropy. True philanthropy at what Paul Ylvisaker called
the “systems change” level (distinguishing it from charity and patronage)
is, in a sense, an unending quest for the right balance among frail and
faulty institutions of all kinds in all sectors. To be true to that cause we
must be able to be very objective about the nonprofit sector and its critics.

To end this essay with a choice of hope with regard to the independent
sector, and philanthropy particularly, is a very deliberate decision — not a
necessary outcome of the basketful of perspectives on philanthropy we
have gathered here. Vaclav Havel, the great Czech playwright and states-
man, has expressed the reasons for choosing hope under conditions like
those of the present in a passage that has become engraved in my heart:

The kind of hope that I often think about (especially in situations that
are particularly hopeless, as in prison) I understand above all as a state
of mind, not a state of the world. Either we have hope within us or we
don’t; it is a dimension of the soul, and it’s not essentially dependent
on some particular observation of the world or estimate of the situa-
tion. Hope is not prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an
orientation of the heart; it transcends the world that is immediately
experienced, and in anchored somewhere beyond its horizons. I don’t
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think you can explain it as a mere derivative of something here, of
some movement, or of some favorable signs in the world. I feel that
its deepest roots are in the transcendental, just as the roots of human
responsibility are.

Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy that
things are going well, or willingness to invest in enterprises that are
obviously headed for early success, but, rather, an ability to work for
something because it is good, not just because it stands a chance to
succeed. The more unpropitious the situation in which we demon-
strate hope, the deeper that hope is. Hope is definitely not the same
thing as optimism. It is not the conviction that something will turn out
well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless of how
it turns out.

I hold this hope not, as Havel says, because I am an optimist, but
rather from life experience and perhaps constitutional temper. In my life
work, in over twenty years of working in the nonprofit sector with people
with cancer, with troubled young people, and with people from around the
world dedicated to creating a better world, I have simply discovered that
hope is both a far more interesting and a far more effective approach to
life than detachment or despair.

So choosing hope is very different from asserting any false optimism
about American philanthropy. Choosing hope is, instead, deeply linked to
choosing to work on behalf of things I deeply believe in, such as a decent
life for poor children, an end to the release of toxic poisons that are under-
mining our health, the development of a sustainable economic system,
and the evolution of personal and social values that support justice, gen-
der equity and life on earth. Choosing hope involves choosing to see what
might be possible for those who care about humanity. And since caring
about humanity is by definition what philanthropy is about, choosing hope
seems a reasonable choice.

But effective hope is best grounded in reality. So before we see what it
means to choose hope about American philanthropy, let us look at a more
balanced statement of where this extended set of notes on philanthropy
might possibly lead us.

The first conclusion to which seems virtually inescapable is the es-
sentially paradoxical condition of organized philanthropy in our time.

Conclusion
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There is no question that at the levels of charity and patronage, organized
philanthropy can and does often have profound effects on the lives of
those it touches. To benefit even one life means a great deal. To touch
thousands, even millions, of lives in a helpful way each year, is no small
accomplishment.

Also, at the level of advocacy for systems change, organized philan-
thropy often makes a difference. But at this level, with progressive and
conservative foundations engaged in an often bitter struggle over social
issues, one can scarcely claim clear evidence of a collective benefit in all
instances. In supporting the progress of science, technology, and educa-
tion, there are clear collective benefits, at least to the extent that we can
continue to see advances in technology and science as ultimately benefi-
cial for humanity. But the question of whether organized philanthropy
has a significant influence on national or international systems change is
far more complex and problematic. Does organized philanthropy live up
to its vaunted self-conception as effectively addressing the truly big is-
sues in American life? No question that philanthropy addresses these
issues — but how often is it effective?

A second conclusion is that the delicate task we have undertaken of
examining philanthropy does not necessarily weaken philanthropy. To
agree with this conclusion, you have to believe that shining light on im-
perfect institutions is ultimately beneficial. But in my judgement, at least,
philanthropy survives a steadfast examination of its shadow. The kind of
analysis we have undertaken would support any of a wide range of judge-
ments, but we said at the start that we were not undertaking an analysis
that would result in a single conclusion.

I believe that the three most serious charges against organized philan-
thropy from this essay, from a progressive values perspective, and the
rejoinders to these charges, are the following:

First, there is strong evidence that organized philanthropy in America
has historically been used repeatedly to avoid redressing the ever in-
creasing income imbalances that characterize our country — yet at the
same time much of philanthropy has had powerful beneficial effects
on behalf of social justice as well.

Second, there is strong evidence that organized philanthropy does
not involve in any net transfer of resources toward the poor in any of
the sectors in which it works, including social services, today — yet at
the same time, philanthropy has played a significant role in advancing
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the cause of many government entitlement programs that have gone
far to alleviate the kinds of poverty in which Americans suffered in
the years before the entitlement programs came into effect.

Third, there is considerable evidence that organized philanthropy
as an industry has acted, both consciously and unconsciously, to frame
the public dialogue about its place in American life in ways that ob-
scure, rather than clarify, many of the most important issues about its
strengths and weaknesses — yet at the same time, many progressive
and conservative critiques of American society would appear to be far
more fully articulated, and perhaps therefore better framed for full
public debate, as a result of philanthropic support.

So even as we frame three serious charges, we can see, in the
countervailing “yet at the same time” statements, that the paradoxes of
assessing the real effects of organized philanthropy in American life are
ever with us.

My own conclusion is that organized philanthropy does significantly
more good than harm in the United States today. It seems to me that the
most defensible argument in favor of that guarded yet truly positive judge-
ment on philanthropy is that I subscribe to Whitaker’s conclusion, after
his penetrating study of American and British philanthropy, that philan-
thropy is above all a “Whig oligarchy.” As such, organized philanthropy
primarily supports the interests of the governing coalitions in American
life. And yet, as Whitaker notes, organized philanthropy provides inde-
pendent centers of power that serve as some kind of check or balance on a
corporate and governmental system that otherwise would do more harm
and less good than it does today. When I consider what America would be
like without organized philanthropy, I believe we would be much the poorer
for its departure.

It seems to me that the best counter-argument against this conclusion
is, as Whitaker also noted, that rendered by Marxist and other scholars
who suggest that the “buffering” effect that philanthropy and the indepen-
dent sector have shores up a fundamentally unjust and unsustainable eco-
nomic system and, because it deflects people from turning to politics to
correct these defects, may actually do more harm at a system level than
good at the levels where it more obviously supports good things. On the
merits, it is difficult to favor one side over the other in this debate. It is
true that in the European social democracies people did better without a
large independent sector over the last few hundred years — but now even
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there the independent sectors are growing. Without an independent sec-
tor, who is to say that the United States might not move even more rapidly
toward the oligarchic inequities of Latin America? It is not a gamble I
would like to recommend.

At the most practical level, these questions about what kind of inde-
pendent sector would actually be best in the United States must lead any
reader back to the basic question of whether the tax exemptions and other
legal considerations granted to foundations and the third sector more
broadly serve Americans well. I am inclined to agree with Lester Salamon
of Johns Hopkins, whose work we quoted at length earlier, when he calls
for anew Commission on the Nonprofit Sector and a national debate lead-
ing toward a new compact between Americans and the sector with regard
to its role. It seems to me fundamentally correct to assert that the laws
governing non-profits did not foresee the emergence of the huge hospital
systems that have benefitted greatly from nonprofit status and then con-
verted to for-profit status with huge economic benefits to all involved —
often without making any significant effort to extend medical benefits to
the poor. Similarly, such a Commission should look at every other part of
the large and very diverse independent sector — colleges, universities,
churches, nonprofit service groups, nonprofit advocacy groups — no part
of the sector should be immune.

Of course, there are dangers that such a review would do more harm
than good. And yet, ultimately such a review of a large and growing part
of the American polity is inevitable. The independent sector would be
much better off to convene such an evaluation itself, rather than wait in
trepidation until its enemies force the issue — as in fact they have begun
to already.

In my view the chief value of this essentially personal journey through the
countryside of philanthropy and civilization is not that it leads to specific
conclusions regarding the current tax and policy debates concerning the
independent sector, because these conclusions inevitably depend on a care-
ful examination of one’s own values, but rather that it deepens the reso-
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nance with which we engage in that debate, and with which practitioners
can conduct philanthropy, and with which everyone who has a stake in the
third sector — which means every active citizen —can reflect on what
kind of third sector we want in this country. This kind of examination is
beneficial in the simple old sense that all large social enterprises benefit
when we let the light shine in.

More specifically, I believe practitioners of philanthropy and of non-
profit work benefit personally and professionally by a willingness to un-
dertake this kind of examination of the sector in which they labor. I had
been engaged in philanthropy from the nonprofit side of the table for over
twenty years, and in philanthropy from the foundation side for two years,
when I began this study. I was amazed by how much I did not know, and
at how little I had truly thought, about this craft to which I had devoted
much of my life.

The experience of making this inquiry has changed me, as any true
self-examination of ourselves should. It has led me in the end to what I
described at the start. I believe that an ancient purpose stands at the heart
of philanthropy. To believe this, I said at the start, is essentially an act of
faith. I choose to believe in the value of this ancient purpose, just as I
choose to believe in the spiritual traditions that recommend it. I believe
that this ancient purpose is encrusted by all the difficulties of our time. 1
believe that to live and work as best we can, it is helpful for practitioners
of philanthropy who find themselves inclined toward this sort of inquiry
to recover a living sense of the original purpose of philanthropy, and to
hold that purpose within them as a witness, so that the compromises we
make each day do not consume us, but rather are kept to a bare minimum,
and are made part of the pattern by which a lifework of enduring value is done.

But I believe in more than the ancient and perennial purpose of phi-
lanthropy. I also believe in what Daniel Boorstin considered the Ameri-
can invention, namely a public philanthropy based on a concept of com-
munity investment rather than personal charity. I believe this later emen-
dation is essentially a very positive thing. At the same time, large-scale
public philanthropy is so fundamentally different from the ancient and
perennial philanthropy that we should be very careful when we cloak it in
the language of the ancient and perennial philanthropy. It needs its own
language and its own ethic for both its potential and its dangers are differ-
ent from those of the ancient concept of philanthropy.

* * *
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These are, I believe, the conclusions to which the evidence leads us. To
go beyond this, to choose hope for American philanthropy, becomes es-
sential if we are to see what is possible for the many thousands of good
people who work in philanthropy to achieve.

The truth is that the choice of hope for philanthropy must begin with
the indisputable fact that there are profound problems facing us that phi-
lanthropy in specific, and civil society more broadly, must engage with
for us to achieve any decent future. The “global problematique” posed by
our current situation is too well known to review in detail. But the threat
it poses to the tree of life, and indeed to the human biological and psycho-
logical capacity to cherish caring and wisdom and to care philanthropi-
cally about the human future and all life on earth, is so basic that I must
return to this issue as the most fundamental challenge to true philanthropy
in our time.

First, population growth, growth of consumption, rising inequalities
of income distribution, and diminishing natural resources simply
threaten the survival of any decent human life on earth, as well as of
much of the diversity of the creation we have inherited.

Second, the rise of ethnonationalisms, the global distribution of
ever more powerful armaments, the persistence of war as an instru-
ment of policy, the globalization of crime, and the emergence of ter-
rorism as a powerful weapon, all threaten increasing levels of vio-
lence and very immediate dangers to the peaceful lives of people ev-
erywhere.

Third, the globalization of markets, the power of global capital
over the fiscal policies of even the most powerful nation-states, the
global reach of transnational corporations, the separation of corpora-
tions from control by nations, and the absence of international laws
capable of controlling them, contributes both to the dilemma of people
trying to control their own destinies and to the danger to all life from
technological-industrial systems.

Fourth, the effects on human and other species of industrial tox-
ins, displaced or technologically altered organisms, alterations in the
biosphere by global warming and ozone depletion, threaten the health
of humans and all life in increasingly dangerous ways.

Fifth, the growing power and complexity of the knowledge-com-
munications-media-financial conglomerates, with quantum effects in
virtually every area of human life, represent both a positive potential
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to bring issues that need resolution to global attention and a very nega-
tive potential for many forms of thought control and social control.

The list could be greatly expanded, but these five complexes are rea-
sonable representative of the “global problematique” as it is known to
students of the future.

James MacNeill, the Canadian diplomat and secretary general of the
Brundtland Commission, once proposed that one useful simplification of
the possible futures we face is fourfold. We may have a world of:

* Business as usual, in which, somehow, things go on without major
discontinuities or disruptions;

* Descent into chaos, in which the disintegration that characterizes so
many aspects of contemporary life accelerates;

* A sustainable future, in which we achieve the fervently hoped for
conjunction of ecological sustainability, reasonable social justice, de-
mocracy and peace;

* Artificial people on an artificial planet, in which we adopt to future
social and ecological discontinuities with a further demonstration of
technological inventiveness, and gradually create an increasingly arti-
ficial world of artificially supported beings.

I have suggested elsewhere that the real future will probably look like
a combination of all four of these futures, and that the purpose of all com-
passionate action in the ecumene is to tilt the balance toward a socially
just and ecologically sustainable future in which trends toward chaos are
minimized, trends toward artificiality are both minimized and made as
benevolent as possible, and “business as usual” is moved toward market
support for socially and ecologically benevolent patterns.

This much is easy to say. The great difficulty is in how to get there.
The most informed answer, in many respects, is that we do not know how
to get there and may well in principle be incapable of knowing. The world
is so complex that the actions we most fervently believe will get us some-
where frequently lead in completely unintended directions. And yet, the
established doctrine of unintended consequences of social action should
not and cannot be used to paralyze social thought, anymore than
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postmodern critiques of knowledge can be allowed to have the same ef-
fect. We can say, with Jorgen Habermas, that approximations of knowl-
edge are possible; that the Enlightenment project of reason in action in the
world can survive its critics; that man has an independent capacity for
reflective action that can effect outcomes in the world; and that the central
insights of responsible social thought regarding our critical responsibility
to organize the economy to counter the human and ecological predations
of the of the free market system remain valid.

* % *

This leads me to the final observations, and choice of hope, with which I
close this essay.

We cannot know how organized philanthropy in the United States at
the turn of the millennium will look in another fifty, one hundred, five
hundred, or one thousand years. It depends too much on which way his-
tory goes.

But if we think of our philanthropy in the “long view,” we can do
worse than going back to Fernand Braudel, the great French historian of
civilizations, who observed that all civilizations transfer income both for
the creation of culture and for the various distributions of resources they
make for elites and for the common woman and man.

It is the fate of organized American philanthropy at the turn of the
millennium to exercise discretionary power at a time when vast, poten-
tially cataclysmic, changes confront us. And there is a tremendous para-
dox in the potential and limits of this rare discretionary power that philan-
thropy has.

It is also the fate of organized American philanthropy at the turn of the
millennium that it will not target most of its resources carefully and strate-
gically. Many resources, further, will be targeted directly at cross pur-
poses in policy wars which, vitally necessary as they may be, are as wasteful
of our substance as wars waged with guns and bombs. In both cases we
are spending combat what could have been spent creatively on human
needs and potential.

Yet for all the resources squandered, for all the resources spent at
cross purposes, it remains true that organized philanthropy, with its in-
credibly minuscule discretionary resources, continues to exercise a cyber-
netic guidance function in American society that is wholly disproportion-
ate in its impact on the steering process to the energy that is required to
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power it. In this deep sense, O’Connell was right to say that if he had to
summarize the essential purpose of philanthropy in a single phrase, he
would borrow Paul Ylvisaker’s phrase, and call philanthropy “America’s
passing gear.”

Now this idea of a cybernetic steering function, or “passing gear,” is a
metaphor that expresses the reality that organized philanthropy, possess-
ing only one half of one percent of social economic energy, and wasting
most of that, nonetheless has a demonstrated capacity to make discretion-
ary investments that change the world. I like Ylvisaker’s characterization
of philanthropy as “America’s passing gear” particularly because of its
resonance of the “double vision” I suggested we need in the previous chap-
ter on “The Good News About Philanthropy.” As “America’s passing gear”
philanthropy accelerates the rate of scientific and social inventions.
Whether this acceleration of scientific, technological and social invention
is a net benefit for humanity, we cannot say. But we might as well cel-
ebrate it, if only because it appears to be our inescapable destiny.

When the history of organized American philanthropy at the turn of
the millennium is written, for all the vicissitudes that humanity faces, it
seems very likely that some of the most critical social, scientific and tech-
nological inventions shaping that future will have been funded by founda-
tions. And whether a socially humane and environmentally sustainable
future is achieved or not, it seems virtually certain that some of the most
creative efforts to achieve it will have been nurtured by foundations.

Are we at the beginning of a Dark Age, or of a Renaissance? The
Renaissance thinkers knew they lived in a marvelous age. Yet the great
prophets of the axial age of Buddha, Moses, Christ and Mohammed knew
they lived in a time of suffering and darkness. And in this darkness they
asserted again the light. The more deeply one studies our time, the more
surely it seems that almost every indicator in art and science and human
experience points to the disintegration of the old, and even of nature itself.
Whether in this gathering darkness we can somehow assert the light again
is the fundamental question.

I believe, and this is my hope, that in the years and decades to come
American foundations can make a crucial contribution both to the pros-
pects for a sustainable future and to our capacity to live as best we can
under whatever conditions the future may hold. There is no country in the
world in which creativity and freedom have mixed in more powerful com-
bination than in the United States. There is no country where more re-
sources devoted in principle to the common good have been concentrated
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in the hands of foundation boards and staffs dedicated to serving human-
ity. Foundations can make a difference. Whatever the history of their
past behavior, there is that hope. And all those who work in philanthropy
should dedicate themselves, body and heart and soul, to that effort.

But ultimately the focus should not be on foundations, which are hu-
man and probably transitory social structures. Nor should it be on non-
profit organizations, per se, which in their current forms are probably
equally transitory. The real focus should be on the people who, wherever
they are placed in these changing social structures, are engaged in efforts
to be of service that are as old as humanity itself.

The essence of the perennial wisdom is the recognition that, in all
times and all places, there have been some who serve the light in the face
of even the greatest darkness. They have always been the true philanthro-
pists in the original sense of the word. If we aspire silently to some small
service in that tradition, we should conduct ourselves with the hope and
wisdom necessary to make a difference in the long run, yet be wary of
attachment to what is beyond our reach. We are simply links in the age-
old chain of those who choose to care or, perhaps better, cannot choose
anything else except to care. The means by which we work for people and
for all life on earth will change. The service to the light never changes.
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appendix

THE GREATEST PROPOSAL EVER WRITTEN:
Francis BACON AND MODERN PHILANTHROPY

Perhaps the greatest proposal ever written was turned down. It was pub-
lished in Britain in 1605, following the death of Queen Elizabeth and the
accession of James I to the throne, as a petition to the new king. Francis
Bacon was without question one of the greatest British philosophers.
Macaulay said “the knowledge in which Bacon excelled all men was a
knowledge of the mutual relations of all the departments of knowledge.”
Nor was this an accident: at age 32 Bacon wrote to a friend “I have taken
all knowledge to be my province.” Loren Eisely, in his biographical ap-
preciation of Bacon, properly called him The Man Who Saw Through Time.
The Victorian Age has often been called the Age of Bacon and Shakespeare.
Yet while we still read Shakespeare, we no longer read Bacon. His eclipse
parallels that of Cicero, who was also universally read up until the begin-
ning of the twentieth century.

Bacon’s life, says his editor John Pitcher, “to adapt one of his own
phrases, is a dark saying, reaching deeply within for its wisdom, and not a
little dangerous.” Born in 1561, the son of the Lord Keeper of the Seal Sir
Nicholas Bacon, he studied law and was believed destined for a brilliant
career in politics, and yet for decades he was passed over in favor of other
men, most notably his great rival, Sir Thomas Coke, though he finally
rose to the positions of Lord Keeper and then Lord Chancellor, before
being dismissed for taking bribes (common at the time), goes into politi-
cal eclipse but is on the rise again when he dies from catching cold while
stuffing a chicken with snow to study the effects of freezing on degenera-
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tion of flesh. Bacon was, like his intellectual forebears Cicero and
Machiavelli, a man of affairs, a deeply flawed human being, and an as-
tounding intellect, whose vision came far more from the mind than from
the heart.

The Advancement of Learning was a proposal of the most extraordi-
nary clarity and audacity for the development of knowledge useful to
man. At a time when the universities were devoted to an arid scholasti-
cism, Bacon proposed a new royal university devoted to the development
of basic scientific research and the applied sciences. And while it was his
future fable The New Atlantis that is credited with leading to the founda-
tion of the Royal Society, which ultimately undertook the advancement
of science that he proposed, The Advancement of Learning was infinitely
superior to the fable as a real guide to the conscious development of use-
ful human knowledge.

Bacon is not much in favor today, and for several reasons. The first is
that the evolution of the scientific method and the development of applied
scientific knowledge has followed in some respects so closely along the
lines he recommended. Since science has followed in some respects so
closely the track he envisioned for it, Bacon is blamed, not entirely fairly,
for the gross deficiencies of our technological-industrial knowledge soci-
ety. (In his defense, we should remember that in The New Atlantis the
philosopher-rulers who explore science in secret make careful distinctions
between discoveries that serve humanity and should be promulgated and
those that are dangerous in the wrong hands and should be suppressed in
the human interest).

Second, in an ecological and feminist age, it profoundly offends our
sensibilities that Bacon’s imagery evoked the hounding and torturing of a
feminine nature to force her to reveal her secrets. He presided at the trials
of witches, and his arguments were unapologetically statist arguments for
the preservation of the monarchy. If he was not, as his editor Thomas Case
argues, the English Machiavelli (Case elects Hobbes for that honor), it
may well be because he had the subtlety to escape that designation.

In truth, Bacon belongs in the tradition of both Cicero and Machiavelli
— that tradition in philosophy which has spoken in practical terms to the
needs of princes, the preservation of nations, and the justification of raison
d’etat. . It is not a mistake, I would argue, that it was someone in the
Machiavellian tradition who produced perhaps the greatest proposal ever
written, nor an accident that the proposal foresaw the bending of nature to
man’s purpose and the future evolution of applied science and technol-
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ogy. For most if not all proposals for funding are in their essence requests
for the use of discretionary resources to advance the common good. And
all requests for resources to advance the common good take us past the
realm of the simple and deepest human virtues and into the complex and
relativistic world of the uses and abuses of power.

Bacon’s proposal to King James I in The Advancement of Learning
for the funding of a royal institution for the study of the applied sciences
opens with a suitably obsequious dedication, which has always been a
part, explicit or implied, of proposals as an art form:

“For I am well assured that this which I shall say is no amplification at
all, but a positive and measured truth; which is, that there hath not been
since Christ’s time any king or temporal monarch, which hath been so
learned in all literature and erudition, divine and human.”

The text of The Advancement of Learning defies adequate summary,
though it can be outlined. In the first book, Bacon takes up “the discredits
of learning” from divines, from politics and from the learned themselves;
then treats “the dignity of knowledge,” both divine and human. In the
second book, Bacon discusses the three parts of human learning: history,
poetry, and knowledge [Scientia], which latter consisted of the different
types of philosophy, divine, natural and human, and their summation in
primitive or summary philosophy.

Yet while addressed to James I, Bacon was unquestionably writing
with the hope of contributing to the millennial dialogue among the great
philosophers in mind. His highest praise for learning is “the dignity and
excellence of knowledge and learning in that whereunto man’s nature doth
most aspire, which is immortality and continuance...We see then how far
the monuments of wit and learning are more durable than the monuments
of power or of the hands. For have not the verses of Homer continued
twenty-five hundred years, or more, without the loss of a syllable or letter;
during which time infinite palaces, temples, castles, cities, have been de-
cayed or demolished.”

What Bacon proposes to James I is the systematic investment of royal
philanthropy in the development of useful knowledge. He literally sur-
veys each of the areas of knowledge outlined above, citing those where he
believes knowledge is adequate and others where he believes knowledge
is deficient, and recommending investment in the latter.

“To your Majesty, whom God hath already blessed with so much royal
issue, worthy to continue and represent you forever, and whose youthful
and fruitful bed doth yet promise many like renovations, it is proper and
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agreeable to be conversant not only with the transitory parts of good gov-
ernment, but in those acts also which are in their nature permanent and
perpetual. Among which (if affection do not transport me) there is not
any more worthy than the further endowment of the world with sound and
fruitful knowledge.”

Bacon cites three methods of stimulating knowledge: “by amplitude
of reward, by soundness of direction, and by the conjunction of labors.
The first multiplieth endeavor, the second preventeth error, and the third
supplieth the frailty of man.” He then cites three specific arenas for acts
of merit toward learning: “the places of learning, the books of learning,
and the persons of the learned.” He then systematically takes each of these
arenas of philanthropic action and describes the specific strategies for
beneficial work in these fields. “Amongst so many great foundations of
colleges in Europe, I find strange that they are all dedicated to profes-
sions, and none left free to arts and sciences at large...If any man think
philosophy and universality to be idle studies, he does not consider that
all professions are from thence served and supplied.”

The discussion of ways to support the advancement of learning is fol-
lowed by an analysis of principle obstacles to these goals. For example,
he proposes visiting committees at the universities to review and recom-
mend changes in curriculum; more communication among the universi-
ties of Europe; and, lastly, “there hath not been, or very rarely been, any
public designation of writers or inquirers, concerning such parts of knowl-
edge as may appear not to have been sufficiently laboured or undertaken.”

Bacon then distinguishes clearly between what must be undertaken
by royal philanthropy and what a private individual may undertake: “The
removing of all the defects formerly enumerate...are opera basillica; to-
wards which the endeavors of a private man may be but as an image in a
crossway, that may point at the way, but cannot go it. But the inducing
part of the latter (which is the survey of learning) may be set forward by
private travail. Wherefore I shall now attempt to make a general and
faithful perambulation of learning.”

Bacon reserved his obsequiousness for separate and limited parts of
his proposal. But the language of the rest was vigorous, powerful, and
written for the ages, not just for the king he sought to convince. And even
within the proposal, a careful reading suggests Bacon was fully aware of
the distinction between those parts of divine knowledge whose pursuit he
was politically bound to support and those parts of natural philosophy
whose progress interested him most deeply.
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Bacon believed, as Leo Strauss reminds us that so many of the great
philosophers before him did, that the alliance of the philosopher with state
or with the aristocracy, was in the best instances part of a conscious sur-
vival strategy for philosophy, and not a simple apologia for state power
and privilege. Indeed The New Atlantis is filled with evidence of a hope
for a future ruled by the benevolent uses of philosophy and science that
was scarcely consistent with the interests of the monarchy to which Ba-
con was pledged.

In our day, political philosophy is far more evenly divided between
those that side with power and those that side with the powerless. This
must be counted a great gain, for the great dialogue across the ages about
the good life that philanthropy seeks to promote is no longer limited prin-
cipally to those who, for survival’s sake, at least publicly pledged them-
selves to the ruler or to the state, but includes those who publicly are able
to pledge themselves to the direct service of all people as well.

If The Advancement of Learning was Bacon’s greatest proposal, it
was not his only contribution to understanding modern philanthropy. His
Essays are perhaps his greatest work. And in them one finds wonderful
reflections of the dilemmas of modern organized philanthropy.

Bacon wrote before philanthropy was a term of art for the use of fi-
nancial resources for the public good. In “Of Goodness and Goodness of
Nature,” he wrote: “I take goodness in this sense, the affecting of the
weal of men, which is what the Grecians call philanthropia; and the word
humanity (as it is used) is a little too light to express it. Goodness I call
the habit, and goodness of nature the inclination. This is of all virtues and
dignities of the mind the greatest, being the character of the Deity; and
without it man is a busy, mischievous, wretched thing, no better than a
kind of vermin. Goodness answers to the theological virtue charity, and
admits no excess, but error. The desire of power in excess caused the an-
gels to fall; the desire of knowledge in excess caused man to fall; but in
charity there is no excess, neither can angel or man come in danger by it.”

So far, the definition of goodness is one that scarcely admits of dis-
agreement. But then Bacon becomes more subtle. “Errors indeed in this
virtue of goodness or charity may be committed...One of the doctors of
Italy, Nicholas Machiavel, had the confidence to put in writing, almost in
plain terms, that the Christian faith had given up good men to prey to
those that are tyrannical and unjust.” Goodness, it turns out, is of differ-
ent kinds, and different dispositions useful for different kinds of good-
ness. “The example of God teacheth the lesson truly: He sendeth his rain
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and maketh his son to shine upon the just and the unjust; but he doth not
rain wealth nor shine honors upon all men equally. Common benefits are
to be communicate with all, but peculiar benefits with choice.”

As to the Christian teaching of poverty, Bacon wrestles with it in rela-
tionship to a life of public service: “Sell all thou hast, and give it to the
poor, and follow me; but sell not all thou hast, except thou come and fol-
low me; that is, except thou have a vocation wherein thou can do as much
good with little means as with great, for otherwise in feeding the streams
thou driest the fountain.”

But what of men whose temperament leans away from a disposition
to goodness, and towards a “natural malignity”? They are “misanthropi,
that make it their practice to bring men to the bough [to hang themselves],
and yet have never a tree for the purpose in their garden, as Timon had.
Such dispositions are the very errors of human nature, and yet they are the
fittest timber to make great politics of; like to knee-timber, that is good for
ships that are ordained to be tossed, but not for building houses that shall
stand firm.” Thus while Bacon is scathing in his denunciation of the often
misanthropic disposition that makes men great politicians, we must re-
member that he was one of the great politicians of his age, waging a long
battle for political supremacy with Sir Thomas Coke, and his father was a
great politician before him, so he sees, as Machiavelli did, that the virtues
of the Prince who would preserve a realm of peace and prosperity in which
simpler virtues can prosper, are of a different kind than those that can be
publicly praised.

He makes this point with characteristic indirectness. “The parts and
signs of goodness are many. If man be gracious and courteous to strang-
ers, it shows he is a citizen of the world, and that his heart is no island cut
off from other lands, but a continent that joins to them. If he be compas-
sionate towards the afflictions of others, it shows that his heart is like the
noble tree that is wounded itself when it gives the balm...But above all, if
he have St. Paul’s perfection, that he would wish to be anathema from
Christ for the salvation of his brethren, it shows much of a divine nature,
and a kind of conformity with Christ himself.”

This reference if to Romans 9.3, the editor tells us, where St. Paul
writes “For I would wish that I myself were accursed, and cut off from
Christ, for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen by race.” So we find this
exquisite complexity in Bacon’s definition of goodness as philanthropia,
as both a habit and a natural inclination, of all virtues the greatest, being
of the character of the Deity, which admits no excess but only error. And
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the error, it turns out, citing Machiavelli, may be to make good men prey
to tyrants. This leads to a definition of different kinds of goodness, some
common to all and some very individual. There is even, he says, among
the worst misanthropes, a quality that can make men great politicians, and
“the parts and signs of goodness are many.” There follows an enumera-
tion of the common forms of goodness, but to Bacon the greatest is the
perfection of St. Paul, the willingness to be anathema to Christ, cut off
from him entirely, for the sake of ones fellow man, which shows “much of
a divine nature, and a kind of conformity with Christ himself.” This is, of
course, the lot of those who depart from simple virtues into the complex
world of public service in which he lived.

Note that in this essay on goodness, philanthropia, Bacon made only
a passing reference to the public use of wealth which we associate with
the word philanthropy today. His comments on what we call philanthropy
are found in his essay “Of Riches,” which describes wealth both as some-
thing that can be used in true human service and as a profound impedi-
ment to a life of service as well:

“I cannot call riches better than the baggage of virtue. The Roman
word is better, impedimenta.. For as the baggage is to an army, so is riches
to virtue. It cannot be spared nor left behind, but it hindereth the march;
yea, and the care of it sometimes loseth or disturbeth the victory. Of great
riches, there is no real use, except it be in the distribution; the rest is but
conceit...The personal fruition in any man cannot reach to feel great riches:
there is custody of them, or a power of dole and donative of them, or a
fame of them; but no solid use to the owner. Do you not see what feigned
prices are set upon little stones and rarities, and what works of ostentation
are undertaken, because there might seem to be some use of great riches?
But then you will say, they may be of use to buy men out of dangers or
troubles. As Solomon saith, Riches are as a stronghold in the imagination
of the rich man. But this is excellently expressed, that it is in imagination,
and not always in fact. For certainly great riches have sold more men than
they have bought out. Seek not proud riches, but such as thou mayest get
justly, use soberly, distribute cheerfully, and leave contentedly. Yet have
no abstract nor friarly contempt of them. But distinguish, as Cicero saith
well of Rabirius Postumus: In his keenness to increase his wealth it was
apparent that he was not seeking a prey for avarice to feed upon, but an
instrument for good to work with..”

What an awesome sense of balance Bacon brings to this analysis of
wealth: that there is no real use in great riches “except it be in the distri-
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bution; the rest is but conceit.” But we should “have no friarly contempt
for them.” For they can be “an instrument of good to work with.” Bacon
goes on to critique both the private and the public uses of bequests in a
way that would cause all who seek to exalt the benefits of philanthropy
above all else to shudder.

“Men leave their riches either to their kindred, or to the public, and
moderate portions prosper best in both. A great estate left to an heir is as
a lure to all the birds of prey round about to seize on him, if he be not the
better stablished in years and judgment. Likewise, glorious gifts and foun-
dations are like sacrifices without salt, and but the painted sepulchers of
alms, which will soon putrefy and corrupt inwardly. Therefore measure
not thine advancements by quantity, but frame them by measure; and de-
fer not charities till death, for certainly if a man way it rightly, he that doth
so is rather liberal of another man’s than of his own.”

Note that Bacon specifically proposes that “moderate portions pros-
per best” in the public use of estates, an observation entirely congruent
with what I regard as the best informed view that the greatest foundations
are rarely the largest ones, but those of “moderate proportions.” How
often do we hear that in the apologias for modern philanthropy, which in
its subtle inner hierarchy, if not its public language, values the size of the
corpus above all else? And how often do the apologists of organized phi-
lanthropy address the problem that “glorious gifts and foundations” so
often become, in Bacon’s searingly memorable phrase, “painted sepul-
chers of alms” that soon “putrefy and corrupt inwardly”? Yet can we
have a truly honest dialogue about the nature of philanthropy without rec-
ognizing that fact?

If “Of Goodness” speaks to the complexity of a deep understanding
of the true virtue of philanthropia, and “Of Riches” speaks to the dilemma
of the wise disposition of wealth for public use, there is one other essay of
Bacon’s that speaks, I believe, to the not uncommon experience of the
modern philanthropoid who has attained a position of influence in a large
foundation. The essay is called “Of Place.”

“Men in great places are thrice servants: servants of the sovereign or
state, servants of fame, and servants of business. So as they have no free-
dom, neither in their persons nor in their actions nor in their times. Itis a
strange desire to seek power and to lose liberty; or to seek power over
others and to lose power over a man’s self. The rising unto place is labo-
rious, and by pains men come to greater pains; and it is sometimes base,
and by indignities men come to dignities. The standing is slippery, and
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the regress is either a downfall or an eclipse, which is a melancholy thing.
When you are no longer what you were, there is no reason for wishing to
live. [Cicero, Letter to Friends]...Certainly great persons had need to bor-
row other men’s opinions to think themselves happy, for if they judge by
their own feeling they cannot find it: but if they think with themselves
what other men think of them, and that other men would fain be as they
are, then they are happy as it were by report, when perhaps they find the
contrary within...

“Certainly men in great fortunes are strangers to themselves, and while
they are in the puzzle of business they have no time to tend their health,
either of body or mind. Death lies heavily on the man who, too well known
to others, dies a stranger to himself. [Seneca, Thyestes]. In place there is
license to do good and evil, whereof the latter is a curse; for in evil the
best condition is not to will, the second not to can. But power to do good
is the true and lawful end of aspiring. For good thoughts, though God
accept them, yet towards men are little better than good dreams, except
they be put in act, and that cannot be without power and place as the
vantage and commanding ground. Merit and good works is the end of
man’s motion, and conscience of the same is the accomplishment of man’s
rest. For if man can be a partaker of God’s theatre, he shall likewise be a
partaker of God’s rest.”

This again is so typical of Bacon who, aside from being one of the
language’s greatest stylists, composed his essays initially by listing argu-
ments for and against each of the topics he considered, and then bringing
those arguments into close juxtaposition. Thus, as with wealth, we find in
the discussion “of place” this timeless observation that so many who seek
positions of influence, ostensibly to do good, lose their liberty and the
precious opportunity life provides to know ourselves. Yet that penetrating
critique of the pursuit of public service is directly coupled with praise for
these same lives of public service: “the power to do good is the true and
lawful end of aspiring.”

Who more than Bacon better foresaw, half a millennium past, the con-
tents and discontents of modern organized philanthropy? The Israeli po-
litical scientist Yehezkel Dhror has pointed out one reason why people
like Bacon can speak to us so contemporaneously across 500 years: the
fact that the language of power has, for all the transformations of human
civilization over the millennia, changed exceedingly little. The language
of love and wisdom and will, the great triad of human expression, in which
will is the element that intersects with the world of action in which love
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and wisdom must express themselves, is a language that we understand
today in the same terms that it was spoken more than two thousand years ago.

Modern organized philanthropy is said to be about altruism, about
goodness, about charity, and in some sense, as Bacon notes, this is true.
But modern philanthropy is also a specific kind of goodness, the deep and
complex kind related to the use of resources for the public good, precisely
the kind that interested Bacon most. It is not the pure kind of goodness,
the kind that Christ and Socrates expressed at the founding antipodes of
Western civilization, but rather the gritty kind that is achieved through
lives of public service of various sorts that require the acquisition and use
of power, for the expression of love and wisdom through the public use of
will. The truths of the use and abuse of power echo through the dialogue
of the ages in philosophy almost as clearly as the truth of the use and
abuse of wisdom and of love. Cicero, Machiavelli and Bacon speak to us
of the truths of seeking to use power in the public interest almost as pow-
erfully as Socrates and Christ speak of the truths of those who seek to
serve humanity without seeking power, through the pure use of wisdom
and of love.

There is a fundamental and eternal difference between Christ and
Socrates, who knew themselves, and who spoke from the deepest levels
of human truth, and Machiavelli and Bacon, who understood power, and
spoke from relative levels of truth. And yet the relationship between the
uses of power for the common good, on the one hand, and the pure uses of
love and wisdom on the other, stands in great philosophy not as a choice
but as a tension. Recall that even Socrates sought, as a conscious and self-
imposed obligation of his calling to philosophy, to imagine how the truth
of philosophy could contribute to the governance of the state. The phi-
losopher of self-knowledge could not avoid recognition of the dilemma of
the relationship of the philosopher to the state. It has been a central issue
of philosophy ever since.

It was Machiavelli’s great achievement to take political philosophy
from the ideal worlds of most previous philosophers and translate it into
the realities of governance. Bacon had read him carefully, and followed in
his tradition. This tradition of writing about the world as it is, the tradition
of Cicero, Machiavelli and Bacon, all practical men of affairs, is, whether
we like it or not, a central part of the wisdom tradition of modern orga-
nized philanthropy, which is fundamentally about the acquisition and use
or abuse of discretionary power.
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It is no accident that Machiavelli and Bacon are not cited in the litera-
ture of modern philanthropy, which cloaks itself in the language of straight-
forward virtues. Indeed both Machiavelli and Bacon would have
unstintingly approved of the strategy of modern philanthropists who speak
of compassion and altruism as they practice raison d’etat. It is also no
accident that Francis Bacon, “the man who saw through time,” who wrote
the founding proposal for modern western science, was also one of the
deepest thinkers of his time regarding the uses and abuses of power. And
it is no accident, finally, given the track record of organized philanthropy
writ large, that the greatest proposal ever written was turned down.

All citations from: John Pitcher, editor, Francis Bacon, The Essays [New
York: Penguin, 1985].
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