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Continuity, Allegiance and Community in Santayana[footnoteRef:1] [1:  An earlier version of this paper was presented at the World Philosophy Congress (Rome), August 2, 2024. Thanks go to Phillip Beard and Matthew Caleb Flamm for their helpful advance comments. Thanks also to an anonymous reviewer for some extremely helpful comments on this revised version. ] 


	
Abstract
Throughout Santayana’s later career, controversies had emerged over whether Santayana was  consistent in his thinking, or whether his later work represented a radical departure from his earlier work, one that Santayana himself refused to acknowledge. I do not think there is a clear answer to this, and no such clear answer was really at issue in this dispute anyway – though the participants clearly thought it was. At bottom, the controversy was about the felt betrayal of the allegiance his later colleagues had ascribed to Santayana, which they themselves still espoused. This has implications for those who wish to follow Santayana’s example – at least as far as framing for themselves a philosophy as a way of life. In particular, this points to Santayana’s rather pale vision of community and (arguably) raises the need for a more robust vision.  



My topic concerns the well-known development of Santayana’s work, during the years leading up to the publication of SAF -- a publication which became the inaugural expression of a brand new turn in his thinking. Or so one story goes: it’s said that Santayana changed course in the midstream of his career, and was swept away into strange new philosophical depths. 
	
But was it really such a “new turn”? There were prior indicators that suggest doctrinal continuity instead. An early letter to George Herbert Palmer announced that a new project called “The Realms of Being” would “contain the correction of the misunderstanding to which ‘The Life of Reason’ gave occasion.”[footnoteRef:2] By mid-career, even though Santayana was abandoning the so-called “humanist” tone of his earlier writing, he explicitly dismissed the idea that there was any “change in … deliberate doctrine” (SAF 183).  [2:  (2 August 1912, LGS 2: 94). For the unfolding details of Santayana’s expanded thinking in this period, see for example PH 561-568, the preface to the second edition of Reason in Common Sense (LR1), and various essays in SELS.] 


Nevertheless, by the late 1930’s critics like Irwin Edman were pouncing on “certain glaring inconsistencies” raised by Santayana’s later work, where “the Life of Reason and the Spiritual Life have got in each other’s way” (Edman, 1939, 592). And this continued apace even after Santayana’s death. One review of a reissued volume of Santayana succinctly characterized this: “Formerly Santayana had extolled intelligence as the art of giving form and discipline to natural impulse. Here [in his later work] all human pursuits are dismissed from the realm of spirituality as limited and transitory” (Knox, 1958, 84). 

All this points to one very natural way of framing the so-called “continuity problem” in Santayana — as a matter of doctrinal deviation from his earlier work, which for some reason Santayana was intent on disavowing. However, in hopes that we might open up some new possibilities for taking up Santayana’s legacy, here I’ll be framing the problem differently. Specifically, might we not be better off looking behind doctrinal issues, to discover the real impetus behind this controversy?

So here my task will be (1) to uncover what I take to be the controversy’s real source, and then (2) to draw out some implications, particularly regarding the interest some of us might have in Santayana’s philosophy as a way of life — one that, for some of us, might still be possible today. 

*1* The source of the continuity debate

In his article “One Santayana or Two?” Justus Buchler took up this question soon after Santayana’s death, noting that a number of Santayana’s former admirers had come to believe that the Life of Reason (1905, 1906) was incompatible with the later Santayana (Buchler 1954, 53). That earlier work had attracted wide appreciation — by William James for one, who thought he whiffed a pleasant Bergsonian sensibility within its pages (Schilpp 1940, 499). But later on, some critics smelled fouler odors, and — according to Santayana (538) — developed a “personal animus” towards him.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  There can be little doubt of the ambivalence others felt. Take the case of Eliseo Vivas, who wrote in The Nation that “the task of analyzing ‘The Realms of Being’ would be as unrewarding as it would be unpleasant. And yet it would be important to know in precisely what way the rhetorical effusions and the hyperborean posturings of the later period are prefigured in the earlier” (Vivas 1940, 37). However, notice the much kindlier tone toward the beginning of his essay in the Schilpp volume (Schlipp 1940, 316).] 


“A personal animus.” This seems to me worth noting. Perhaps if we could penetrate the source of that animus, we might better diagnose the perception of discontinuity it may well have incited. I’ll return to this in a moment.

First though, we need to notice that not all commentators have discerned this same discontinuity. Buchler himself did not follow the crowd on this, though he did feel the tension others felt, one that made each of Santayana’s major works such an “adventure in equilibrium” (54).[footnoteRef:4] And more recent commentators (including in particular John McCormick and Herman Saatkamp)[footnoteRef:5] have gone a little further and focused on the implicit continuity they discern in Santayana’s doctrine, as expressing a harmonious unfolding toward his capstone achievement, the Realms of Being (1942).[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  For Buchler, this suggested not so much a break in the continuity of Santayana’s life’s work, but rather an ingrained division within the man himself. In that case Santayana’s presence would remain throughout, but (rather like his quasi-materialist ontology) one aspect of him would be irreducible to the other.]  [5:  Biographer John McCormick promotes such an assessment, that “Scepticism and Animal Faith is packed with good things. It completes and fulfills The Life of Reason and advances from it” and also “summarizes the philosophical work to come” (1987, 262). To this same end Herman Saatkamp cites Santayana’s own words from Persons and Places (Saatkamp, 2021, 66). Though there is only one passing acknowledgment in McCormick preference, the biography must have been far more indebted to Saatkamp’s own scholarly interpretation than seems obvious from the text itself. ]  [6:  In a letter to Buchler, Santayana characterizes the spiritual life as “not a substitute for the life of reason, but the cream or concomitant ultimate actuality of what the organized life of reason produces in consciousness” (LGS 5:354).] 


Santayana himself declared that “my philosophy has never changed,” and “the more I change the more I am the same person” (PP 167, 159]. Does this evidence from his own autobiography suffice? Perhaps. Still, as I’ll suggest below, it seems hard to deny that Santayana could seem coy or perhaps even disingenuous in his own written accounts. And even discounting this, one might still wonder how accurate his autobiography really is. In the late 50s Herbert Schneider remarked that “his memory was certainly going” by the time he wrote Persons and Places. John Herman Randall and Horace Kallen agreed. All had visited Santayana during his later years in Rome (Lamont, 1959, 62). 

One could certainly argue either way on this point, but I don’t think we really need to continue this line of argument. If we concentrate just on this surface issue of doctrinal integrity, we risk gliding over an important consideration: Why did this issue of continuity ever seem worth considering in the first place? Why was it so important to those who brought it up? In his Apologia Santayana responds to “resentful” pragmatist-oriented critics -- the ones who “feel that I have deserted the truth for the very errors that I denounced when I was a good humanist” (Schilpp, 1940, 560).[footnoteRef:7] There he repeats the same account he gave in the 1922 Preface to Reason and Common Sense[footnoteRef:8]: “there has really been a change in my sentiment, though none in my theory or in my allegiance to the life of reason” (Schilpp, 1940, 560 [italics added]). And maybe this indicates what we should be noticing — that the real nagging issue in this back-and-forth might not be over any change in theory. Instead, perhaps it’s really about allegiance. Santayana maintained allegiance to the core of his own vision, partially but proleptically revealed in the Life of Reason. His critics, on the other hand, read that work by their own lights, and when Santayana discovered his most mature voice after leaving Harvard, they were dismayed, especially after he had apparently gone out of his way to deny what seemed plain to their own eyes – his abandonment of the very “liberation” they had imbibed from reading Santayana’s own “masterpiece.”[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  Santayana is referencing specifically Irwin Edman and Milton Munitz, whose critical essays appear earlier in the same volume. It’s worth noting the tongue-in-cheek intention in this passage: Santayana was never really a very good “humanist” – at least not in the sense his contemporaries would have recognized.  On this, see Horváth, 2019. ]  [8:  “After all, there has been no change in my deliberate doctrine; only some changes of mental habit” (Preface to the 1922 edition of Life of Reason, LR1 183).]  [9:  Arthur Danto, who had done his own graduate work at Columbia under the atmosphere of that same Columbia crowd, had remarked that Life of Reason was “Santayana’s masterpiece in many ways…which earned from him the admiration of many philosophers who found his central teaching a liberation” (Danto, 1963, 438).  ] 


So it’s not hard to imagine what the “personal animus” was all about. For the pragmatists of the day, theory is no more important than allegiance, because allegiance tracks what a person in actual practice is going to do. And what pragmatist philosophers do is solve social-philosophical problems. As Henry Samuel Levinson tells it, this was indeed the project that Santayana had signed onto with Life of Reason, or at least one that any reasonable reader of that first five-volume opus might discern – “a civic humanism, a post-Christian republicanism, an account of philosophy that transforms it into intellectual statesmanship, that makes its work cultural reconstruction, and that aims to show, as synoptically as possible, how the institutions and practices of culture can hang together without hanging themselves” (Levinson 1992, 120 [italics added]). But in retrospect, this was never to be Santayana’s fervent allegiance. It was perhaps an attraction of his “sentiment” at the time. But over time the problems that Santayana began to work on had indeed changed. He simply became no longer so “taken up with rational ethics” as he was in the Life of Reason. He was no longer interested at all (if he ever was) in being a member of the pragmatist research project. He did insist that his actual doctrine had not changed, but this really meant that (1) he still maintained his allegiance to the vision that seized him as a young scholar, and that (2) he still thought that if someone is going to do ethics, then the story he told in the Life of Reason is pretty much the way to go. But that someone is no longer George Santayana. His allegiance to what he wrote decades before remained -- but in theory, not in his own philosophical practice. And this is what bristled the resentment. 

Rational ethics was the major concern of a great many of his pragmatist colleagues. (Read just about any article by Sydney Hook.[footnoteRef:10]) But though the Life of Reason “moves in a moralistic, humanistic, atmosphere” which the Deweyans at Columbia “can appreciate,”[footnoteRef:11] Santayana himself “never thought of life in society, or of moral economy, as the obligatory or only worthy life.”[footnoteRef:12] Pragmatists seemed to think it was. And in the eyes of the pragmatists, Santayana’s resistance to this must have been what smarted so much. This is where his allegiance must have seemed hollow. It must have struck a nerve that the common enterprise of the philosophical community[footnoteRef:13] was being disrupted by one who, it now seemed, had never even aspired to join in the first place.[footnoteRef:14]  Santayana remained true to the allegiance that really counted to him, which was his own philosophical vision; but to his erstwhile colleagues he had betrayed the allegiance that really counted to them – the vision of “intellectual statesmanship” (Levinson 1992, 120). [10:  Hook had studied under Dewey at Columbia in the 1920s, and his dogged devotion to his teacher’s social program earned him the title of “Dewey’s Bulldog” (Jessup (1974).]  [11:  Letter to Charles P. Davis, 17 August 1933 (LGS 5: 45).]  [12:  Letter to Justus Buchler, 1 July 1936  (LGS 5:354).]  [13:  At least one early reviewer of the Life of Reason had remarked on this: “Most fortunately philosophy, like natural science, has become largely a matter of methods, inviting cooperation, instead of a collection of more or less mutually exclusive systems” (Albee, 1905, 603). See also the anonymous reviewer of Scepticism and Animal Faith (1923, 572).]  [14:  In his review of The Realm of Spirit, Hook wrote that “the most effective answer to the Santayana of the ‘Realms of Being’ is the Santayana of the ‘Life of Reason,’ with its sane moral economy in which security is not a blessing which descends upon us as we rise to eternity but something to be achieved by intelligent social action and rational personal discipline” (Hook,1940, 423).] 


And as for the question “Continuity or not?” the answer is the obvious one: it all depends. It depends on a commentator’s own agenda – on his or her allegiances. We can see either continuity or discontinuity if we look hard enough. For the advocates of discontinuity, the attraction to Santayana seems to concern some aspect of the moral vision enunciated in Life of Reason, and Santayana’s later disenchantment with the “humanistic” aspects of that earlier work feels like the interruption of an exciting tale that needs more chapters. That feels discontinuous. On the other hand, those who embrace instead his later spiritual disintoxication project may find it rather pointless to be trudging along the old dialectical ditches, after the master himself has shaken the dust from his feet and moved on. In that case, shouldn’t we just take him at his word and move on with him?

In any case, we should probably move on from the continuity issue. The real the issue is not so much whether there has actually been a fundamental continuity between the early and later Santayana, but rather which continuities or discontinuities, based on our own allegiances, we ourselves might wish to highlight. 

*2* Living the life one's philosophy describes

So is there now anything important that remains from this entire discussion? I think there is. 
For contemporary readers of Santayana, the continuity issue has not entirely evaporated, and it’s worth considering what this issue of allegiance might present for us today. So let me now move on to  that.
 
I’ve been remarking here on the cherished allegiances among the Harvard and Columbia faculties as they assessed Santayana’s later work — in particular, their allegiance to reformist politics. This might naturally provoke some reflection regarding our own allegiances. Of course, interest in a particular philosopher can take different forms from different motives. But certainly for the readers of Santayana, it’s hard not to feel appreciative wonder for one who actually lived the life his philosophy describes. Once this appreciation takes hold in a self-reflective manner, what then might be the natural response on the part of those of us who have been impressed with the recent turn toward “philosophy as a way of life”[footnoteRef:15]? In accordance with Santayana’s own suggestion, we might want to clean the windows of our own souls (SAF vi-vii) rather than cluster around the dogmatisms that could emerge from too much dialectical polishing, even of Santayana’s own words. In this regard, I think there is one key consideration especially that might rivet us if we are entertaining Santayana’s own philosophy as a possible way of life. It has to do with community and Santayana’s relation to it. [15:  https://brill.com/display/serial/PWL ] 


Santayana was no recluse during his time at Harvard. He enjoyed the “convivial dinners” and “sprightly conversation” with the young men of the Delphic Club of Harvard (Porte, 1962, 337).  There he formed friendships with those he later used as models for Oliver Alden (in The Last Puritan). And there he also met Warwick Potter, whose untimely death in 1893 coincided with his own emotional crisis (PP 350-351, 418ff) and deepened his wariness towards emotional attachments generally, as well as his disaffection with social elites. Gilded Age America, at least for the gilded agents of high society Boston and New York, was a community of movers and shakers, and of the “philistine” intellectuals (WIP) who were preparing the up and coming generation for the destiny that at the time seemed so manifest. This was adamantly not Santayana’s own mission. 

This speaks to at least one resounding continuity in Santayana’s life and work. Santayana was continuously anti-communitarian. This did not surface as much in the Life of Reason, which was intended as an account of how an ideal society might be organized — not politically so much as culturally and ethically. But Santayana’s primary focus on ethics and society would not long outlast his departure from Harvard.[footnoteRef:16] At this point, his “eventual metanoia” — “the slow change that appeared in my way of living” (PP 422) — was fully taking hold in his anti-communitarianism.  [16:  Letter to Justus Buchler, 1 July 1936 (LGS 5:354). However, Dominations and Powers, his last book, returned to these topics, and made it clear that he was, after all, taking notes on these matters all along.] 


And here is where the real relevance of this entire discussion emerges. Communities, like ethical practices in general, are not realized in the abstract, and one way to interpret the notion of “communitarianism” might be in terms of the specific community-building practices one is willing to engage in. Within the concrete particularities of one’s own extended social circle, these practices would be the ways that might strengthen its neighborly bonds. I’m speaking about more than just social formalities. Certainly Santayana could show dedication to acting out conventional roles of courtesy, often out of a sense of duty and often out of the genuine enjoyment that playing that role gave him. Nevertheless, enjoying the social role one plays is not the same as forming personal relationships with one’s neighbors. This is the kind of community I have in mind. Increasingly (it seems to me) Santayana was unwilling to enter into more personal emotional connections with almost anyone. He lived the life of the mind rather than the life of the community. 

I’ve argued elsewhere[footnoteRef:17] that Santayana’s self-described metanoia was only a partially accurate reflection of his actual life after 1893. His autobiography, which provides us with the most detailed account of that, was composed at least forty years after the fact (Saatkamp, 2018, 4), and reflects how Santayana thought of himself after decades of hard-won self-discipline. But he does not say much about those difficulties, perhaps because he has his own reasons for gliding over the challenges he must have faced. Or else maybe his memory simply lost track of them. In either case, all through the autobiography he is reiterating (to himself as much as anyone) the equanimity he has achieved. But I think a sober reading of his account suggests that (knowingly or not) he is indulging in fictive literary narrative. Of course, saying this is indulging in our own version of literary psychology, but Santayana assures us that we have no other choice[footnoteRef:18]; and I suspect we might be able to improve a little on Santayana’s account if, with this in mind, we try to reconstruct the younger man he once must have been.  [17:  Seiple, 2025.  ]  [18:  “Memory itself is an internal rumour; and when to this hear-say within the mind we add the falsified echoes that reach us from others, we have but a shifting and unseizable basis to build upon.” (LR5 23).  And this tuns out to be, “in its texture, the most literal and adequate sort of knowledge of which a mind is capable” (SAF 173-174).] 


To put it bluntly, the story of Santayana’s own family foretells a man bereft of some degree of humanness. The literary critic Joseph Epstein once wrote that Santayana did not have to cultivate detachment: he was born with it, “the way other people are born with, say, large feet” (Epstein, 1989, 321). This may not have been a serious remark, but if it was, it must be wildly off the mark. The problem was not his genes but his family. Santayana’s own family was painfully dysfunctional. His mother left him together with his sister Susana “to pick our way through the world by our own native wits, without adequate means or preparation, and without any sympathy on her side” (PP 333). His father, largely absent except for summer visits from George, became “a hypochondriac, always watching his symptoms, and fearing that death was at hand” (PP 27). Through it all, “a real father in my case was lacking, and the real mother was my sister Susana” (PP 248). But finally even this semblance of stability was yanked away. When Susana decided to marry an entirely unsuitable prospect (the “third event” of his awakened metanoia), this “struck perhaps even deeper into my conscience” than the death of either his father or Warwick Potter. This he saw as “an act of desperation on her part, a redoubled proof of her weakness” and showed that “she, who had given the first impulse to my speculative life, had never had any speculative or mystical insight. …This was a sad disillusion for me in regard to the person to whom I was most attached” (PP 424-25). The world had fooled George Santayana for the very last time. 

In short, our reconstruction here reads almost like a novel out of Thomas Hardy, where the main character announces that “I opened my eyes on the world with the conviction that it was inhuman: not meant for man, but habitable by him, and possible to exploit, with prudence, in innumerable ways: a conviction that everything ever since has confirmed” (PP 537). There was little basis in his own experience for the aspect of personal, emotionally based relationships which, for some of us a century later, have become the most natural expression of community life. This side of George Santayana never had a chance. 
 
Of course Santayana had a number of “friends,” and some he called “true friends” — especially Albert von Westenholz (PP 261) — but these seem to have been mostly those who were open to new and interesting ideas, through a “just” and “charitable” hospitality of mind (PP 177). But “justice” or “charity” in this sense is more about responding to impersonal concepts than responding to individual persons, and the notion that individuals could be admirable for any excellences of character that did not happen to fit Santayana’s own rather patrician ideals must not have figured uppermost in his assessment of others. I don’t mean here that he insisted on others’ agreeing with his ideas (he certainly did not); but rather, his understanding of others had everything to do with the essences that he was willing to entertain. Why is this important? Because for Santayana, as for the rest of us, emotional connection with others could, conceivably, have been a prime source for one’s own personal growth and could have led him to essences that were not, for him, the most readily accessible. But rather soon in Santayana’s life, this simply seems to have pretty much fallen off his radar, so that his final estimation of social life was stark indeed: “modern life is not made for friendship: common interests are not strong enough, private interests too absorbing” (pp 352).  

Instead, as Lionel Trilling (I think accurately) suspected, Santayana’s most personal life project was his own self-definition: “he needed to define himself by withdrawal” (Trilling, 1956, 164). That allowed him to achieve something entirely remarkable: he was able to separate his own emotional isolation from the social dysfunction that so often plagues isolated individuals, and he did so in a way that did not impede the richness of his own inner life. Yet that same inner strength, won through years of staunch self-discipline, lent little room for sympathetic understanding of others — a sympathy that invites others to share themselves, and a listening that that seeks to empathize with what they have to say. One has to wonder whether Santayana was very capable of this. Even in an intellectual setting — at least according to Ernest Nagel — he seemed “not very effective in the sort of give-and-take discussion where the two people pretty much are equal and trying to understand an issue or to clarify a point.” Horace Kallen remarked that “he did not like sermons”; but he did rather like delivering them, expostulating on his own finely discerned insights. Kallen described this as “a kind of soliloquy out loud” (Lamont, 1959, 49, 65-66, 67).

Santayana early on felt that he was not at home in the world (PP 167). This never changed for him, though his spiritual development eventually mitigated the estrangement. As I’ve argued elsewhere,[footnoteRef:19] the overall trajectory of his spiritual development had to have been an exercise in self-discipline and, I think, an instrument of escape from the worldly anxiety he first faced in his period of metanoia. Despite his retrospective telling of it, this must have made him feel at times more like a struggling pilgrim than a placid traveler. And most importantly for us here, Santayana must have been just too busy in his own thoughts to enter into the difficult work of building a neighborly community of his own.  [19:  Seiple, 2025. Though for a contrasting view, see Saatkamp, 2021, 48-55.] 


So here is the bottom line. I suspect any devoted reader of Santayana, if they are going to live the life their own philosophy describes, will need to come to terms with whether or not their own allegiances include the kind of communitarian commitment Santayana did not feel within himself. Some contemporary readers have faced this challenge straight on and have pursued, quite impressively, Santayana’s contemplative example (Brodrick, 2025). I cannot speak for them. But others of us may still be left with some pressing questions as to how much of Santayana’s work remains viable for us. Do we attempt to reinstate the model of intellectual statesmanship (Etzioni, 1996)? Or do we direct our energies closer to home, so to speak? If the latter, we might still envision a life project entirely in keeping with important aspects of Santayana’s work -- with his own distrust of dialectical overreach and overweening social engineering, and with his overall poetic yet naturalistic sensibilities. And nurturing such a community might speak to our own worldly anxieties as well, which might not be entirely different from some of what Santayana felt. 

In closing, I’ll simply return to an interesting little book by Milton Mayeroff, entitled “On Caring,” a book that helped inaugurate the ethics of care movement in philosophy, back in the 70’s. Mayeroff remarked that in the sense in which individuals “can ever be said to be at home in the world,” they are “at home not through dominating, or explaining, or appreciating” — or merely contemplating — “but through caring and being cared for” (Mayeroff, 1971, 2) To find a home in the world is to enter a circle of care, and Santayana rather soon in his life gave up looking for this — though his host the world did eventually provide accommodations suitable enough to him. We may want to consult our own allegiances to see whether that’s suitable enough for us. 

D. Seiple
City University of New York 
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