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relationship formed when the philanthropist gives part of him- or herself is done
for the sake of bringing a modicum of balance to bear on a relationship that was
initially perceived to be in some way deficient (see Godbout 1998, 142-43). How
are we to understand the philanthropist’s motivation to improve a situation
perceived to be deficient?

Can it be that the relation initiated by the act of the generosity of the
philanthropist may be motivated by sympathy? There is a danger in such a
proposal, that it will be judged as lacking in conceptual rigor, that it is
“softheaded.” Perhaps it is, but even so it may be accurate. The perceived
deficiency in comparison with what the philanthropist views as a proper or right
state of affairs arouses the sympathy of the philanthropist. If so and if there is
merit to Humboldt’s observation that “there is something degrading to human
nature in the idea of refusing to any man the right to be human” (1993 [1792],
68), then human beings can sympathetically respond to such degradation. That
they often do so is clear enough from the known facts of the extraordinary
amount of philanthropic giving today, at least when the tradition of gifting is not
undermined by having been “crowded out” by the state.

In this brief discussion of human action, attention so far has been
concentrated on the character of the action per se, meaning whether it is self-
interested or selfless. However, because the action is usually directed toward
another person, the possibility arises that the character of our action may vary
according to how we view the other person. At some level we know this to be
true, for actions between members of a family are different from those with
whom one has entered into a contract, for example. What is at stake here for
understanding human action will become clearer by reformulating this
possibility in more familiar terms. Ideally, the economic relationship of the
exchange of goods and services in the modern, spatially extensive market is one
in which there is an impersonality between the contracting individuals. In the
temporally episodic, contractual relationship, both parties either suspend or
ignore altogether many of the qualities they perceive in each other as both
pursue their own advantage within the agreed-upon terms of the contract. And
as has long been noted, one consequence of this irrelevance of personal qualities
as evaluative criteria for entering into a contractual relation has been to foster a
degree of toleration. However, there are actions today where the actor does take

into account as significant perceived personal properties of the other. This is so
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not only with the family or with those with whom one has face-to-face relations,
for many are also inclined to have greater sympathy for their fellow nationals
even if they have never met them.

One can account for this sympathy and the generosity it often implies as
resulting from “birth establishling] a state of indebtedness” as Godbout has
done (1998, 40). But there is more to it than that; there is a perennial tendency
to form temporally enduring, binding relationships based on the criterion of
nativity, what I referred to above as “existential” relations and have in the past
referred to as “primordial” relations. This orientation of the mind elicits a
peculiar form of interest because of the perception of evaluative properties of the
self, having to do with nativity (both familial and territorial), being shared by
others. One often behaves preferentially to these others, so much so that one
may act on their behalf, as in the example posed by Adam Smith. I have, in a
conceptually clumsy fashion, attempted to capture the distinctive peculiarity of
this interest by describing it as “selfless” or “disinterested.” Deserving of further
attention about this one orientation of the mind to the significance attributed to
nativity is the fact that other, more instrumental and temporally episodic
activities (for example, the time spent obtaining a higher education) can be
infused with aspects of this relationship such that the university becomes “my
university”; it becomes part of the understanding of the self, and the person is
loyal to it. And of particular relevance for our understanding of philanthropy,
“your” university becomes an object of your generosity.

The importance for philanthropy of these observations about the relevance
to the acting subject of evaluative, personal criteria of the other is that those
criteria often limit the scope of our sympathy, thus influencing the objects of our
generosity. There is nothing surprising about this, nor do [ think such a
limitation should be regretted as being in some way antithetical to philanthropy.
In fact, given this peculiar form of interest, the individual’s sympathy is more
likely to be aroused, as it involves an expression of the individual’s
understanding of the self; that is, the individual’s disinterested interest is
heightened because the perceived deficiency is understood as bearing on one’s
self-conception. Thus individuals are more likely to act generously on their own
initiative, and by so doing will increase their own personal development,
especially when the philanthropic gift is not compelled but instead springs from

free choice (see Humboldt 1993 [1792], 23, 36). What is particularly intriguing
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about this development of the character of the philanthropist is that it indicates
an expansion of the understanding of the self such that the generosity is for the
benefit of others to whom one understands oneself as being in some way related
(for example, future attendees of “your” university).

Furthermore, it is likely that the interest or goal served by the philanthropic
activity within such a delimited but potentially expansive sphere of sympathy will
most likely be more efficacious precisely because it is undertaken by the individual
within his or her own local situation, where, as Hayek noted, “the information
which only the individual possesses will be used only to the extent to which he
himself can use it in his own decisions as he works upon the particular task he
has undertaken in the conditions in which he finds himself” (1988, 77). Hayek’s
observation here about the nature of the information provided by the extended
order of the market applies equally to the disinterested interest of philanthropic
activity whenever these actions are not warped by a centralized authority
controlling the development of information. It is thus not the least bit surprising
that there is a great deal of evidence showing that philanthropy achieves greater
success when it is able to draw upon the active engagement of the philanthropist
and his or her immediate environs, specifically the generosity of neighborliness,
the latter subject to variation (see Godbout 1998, 73, 58-61).

Conclusion

Much is at stake here, far beyond the concerns of Hayek, requiring a broader
appreciation of what philanthropy indicates about the capacity of the human
mind. Insofar as civility—the virtue of the citizen—requires disinterested interest
in what is right not for the direct benefit of the individual but for the country,
the generosity of philanthropy achieves significance far beyond that of charity.
After all, to allow freedom of speech and freedom of association is to be
extraordinarily philanthropic, because to do so is in principle to tolerate what
one may not approve of out of fidelity to the appreciation and cultivation of what
it means to be human. Given this significance, one cannot be indifferent to the
cultivation of a generous character.

In this context, Hayek’s observation about the necessity of decentralized
and local knowledge (and the spontaneous activity that it implies) for the
development of the information of an efficient market must be broadened

beyond consideration of the threat that centralized planning poses to such
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efficiericy. As Humboldt noted, “as each individual abandons himself to the
solicitous aid of the state, so, and still more, he abandons to it the fate of his
fellow-citizens. This weakens sympathy and renders mutual assistance inactive”
(1993 [1792], 21), thereby undermining not only civil engagement but also
important aspects of what it means to be human.

All well and good, as the sphere for our sympathy and its attendant
generosity is cultivated and expanded beyond family and neighborhood to
encompass one’s own nation; still, it is your country. Thus a further conundrum
of modern philanthropy remains to be addressed: generosity to strangers. Clearly
the sympathy shown to strangers is less than that shown to those encompassed,
however tenuously and variously, by one’s understanding of the self, irrespective
of how expansive the latter can become. And yet gifts are made to strangers. No
doubt the generosity to strangers has been fostered by the monotheistic
religions, but let us turn this obvious observation upside down by assuming that
the imaginative capacity of the mind to transcend the interest of the self is what
makes this limitless sympathy possible. We can then conclude that it is possible

to have an interest in acting disinterestedly.
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