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CONCLUSION

Defining the significance of human persopality in 2 rapidly
changing world, Benezet in the last year of his life, wrote these
words: "It is not the color of our skin, outward circumstance, or
profession, but the state and temper of the mind" that reveals our true
identity.l No longer could rigid measures of race, class, or religion
offer a dependable index to the worth of an individual. He was con-
vinced that attitudes ("the state snd temper of the mind") were the
best indicators of a person's character. Amid the rapld economic and
political fluctuations of the late eighteenth century, it was impera-
tive to reestablish some recognizable standard for judging the worth
of human beings. Otherwise, as he had discovered, the chaotic dislo-
cations of wars, slavery, and poverty led irrationally to the degrada-
tion of certain groups and individuals for the undeserved benefit of
others.

Anthony Benezet sought to coordinate his essentially static
utopian ideals for society with the realities of a changing world. He
wished to conserve the traditional values of Western civilization, which
for him embodied a stable, peaceful, family relationship--a universal,
equal brotherhood. He expressed it well when he wrote, in his Short

Account of Quekers:

Tt is a situation of society beautiful in prospect and
happy in the enjoyment, when men mutually give and re-
celve liberty to live, with equality and affection; 1if
not belonging to the same visible church, yet to the
same fraternity of mankind; agreeable to our blessed
Saviour's goctrine, 'One is your master; and all ye are
brethren. '

U5k
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But to transform the vision into a reality in his lifetime involved
vigorous efforts to change the very society he would preserve. He
developed a raticnal critique of Christian civilization, and Yaunched
a searching exposé of the forces that had corrupted his ideal wvision.
The unbridled greed inherent in economic competition, with the result-
ing impersonalized oppression of human beings, he saw as the crux of
the problem. "The love of the world and the deceitfulness of riches,
the desire of amassing wealth,...is the great rock against which our
Soclety has dashed," he wrote in 1780.3

He probed the theme of rootlessness Iin eighteenth century society.
And he concluded that the goal of upward social and economic mobility
in a land of immigrants,=--snd in Europe a dislocated rural population-=-
led to a deplorable irresponsibility of the privileged classes for the
poorer ones.

Another analytical theme in his critique of soclety was his
search for the meaning of vocation in times of change. His colleagues
in Philadelphia had so diligently followed their "callings " that their
very success hed become the mortal enemy of the idesl commmity. They
might have spent many leisure hours in helping the less fortunate, as
he frequently reminded them, but instesd they stubbornly devoted them=-
selves wholly to the selfish pursuilt of wealth. The true meaning of
vocation, as he saw it, was to fit one's “natural inelinstions® with
the needs of the larger society. If that combinstion led to financial
rewards from the public, one was morally obligated to spread the gains
voluntarily among those whose vocations were less Incrative, such as

schoolteachers, and among the dependent classes like children and the aged.
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Increasingly in later life, he denounced all forms of oppression.
Once he had viewed the control of one group of men over another as an
evidence of the will of God. Those ordained to rule should, of course,
do 50 benevolently. But, in fact, he had observed that masters of men
generally became oppressive rather than benign. By the end of his life,
he was insisting that human beings should take responsibility for their
own lives, insofar as they were able to do so, and that no individual
or group hed a right to rule over another without that other's consent.
It was a part of the Enlightenment theory that fitted perfectly with
his own experience and growing convictions. He did not see this change
as a denial of his Christian profession, but rather as the outward,
practical expression of it.

Perhaps the most insistent theme of Benezet's life and work can
be summed up in the word "education." His concern for training people,
young and old, male and female, black and white, to fill a useful place
in society, constituted the bedrock of his own sense of vocation. The
ideal family of mankind could never be achieved without the voluntary
contributions of self-disciplined lives. He published his books in
German as well as English in order to instruct the lerge Pennsylvania
immigrant population. He developed & simple, direct writing style to
reach the largest possible number of impressionable young people with
his vision of peaceful, orderly social intercourse. A1l his books were
in a sense school books. If society was so fer from perfect, he believeq
he could reorder it most effectively through the education of the "state

and temper of the mind."
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But the irony of Benezet's intensive effort to recreate his ideal

of social harmony through enlightenment was that it led in a different
direction altogether. The radical tendencies inherent in his "inner
light"” analysis, his keen social criticism, increasingly justified dig=-
order rather than the desired goals of rational, peaceful change to g
more Jjust and stable order. At times, he almost lost sight of those
goals in his guest for solutions to the problems. His vision of an
equal brotherhood in the family of God meant, in practice, a complete
disruption in established hierarchical patterns. His theory of individ-
ual responsibility for mutual progress could be distorted to encourage

an already thriving laissez faire attitude in economics==the very focal

point of his sharpest attacks. He worked to strengthen family life ag
the basic foundation for a smoothly functioning soclety, only to dis-
cover that the family was usurping the place of God and the larger com=
munity to become the repository for the selfish sccumulation of wealth
and tribal pride.

Anthony Benezet tested the limits of bourgeois social values
through his struggle against the abuses of the rising ecoromic, political,
and social system. But he never rejected these values completely. He
moved determinedly toward a theory of individual rights in a society
that traditionally perceived the homogenecus '"public good" as the high~
est good==a position he himself enthusiastically supported. It was a
question of what constituted the "public good." In a world community

that took little interest in the rights of minority groups, much less

those of poverty-oppressed individuals, a society that cared only for
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the rights of the "more judicious part of the subjects,” as John Adams

put it, Benezet attacked the decaying core of the very civilization he

desired to preserve. He was both herald of the fubure and patriarch

of the past--a producer and a product of the ongoing dialectic between

innovation and anachronism in western civilization.
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