
History Of Philanthropy In America

The history of philanthropy in America is a rich tapestry woven through
centuries of social change, cultural shifts, and economic development. From
the early colonial days to the present, philanthropy has played a critical
role in addressing societal needs, fostering community development, and
promoting social justice. As America evolved, so too did its philanthropic
practices, influenced by historical events, changing societal values, and the
emergence of new charitable organizations. This article explores the key
milestones, figures, and movements in the history of philanthropy in America.



Colonial Era and Early Philanthropy

During the colonial period, philanthropy in America was largely influenced by
European traditions. Religious institutions and community organizations were
the primary vehicles for charitable giving. Early American settlers often
relied on communal efforts to address the needs of the less fortunate.

Religious Foundations

1. Churches as Charitable Institutions: The church played a fundamental role
in early philanthropy, providing support to the poor, educating children, and
caring for the sick. Congregations would often pool resources to assist those
in need.

2. Mutual Aid Societies: These were formed by immigrant communities,
providing financial support during times of illness or unemployment. They
laid the groundwork for modern social welfare systems.

Notable Figures and Early Efforts

- Benjamin Franklin: An early proponent of philanthropy, Franklin founded the
Philadelphia Charity Society in 1759 to help the poor and promote education.
- Philanthropic Institutions: Institutions such as hospitals and orphanages
began to emerge, funded primarily through donations from wealthy individuals
and local communities.

The 19th Century: The Rise of Organized
Philanthropy

The 19th century marked a significant transformation in American
philanthropy. With the country’s rapid industrialization and urbanization,
new social issues arose, prompting a more organized approach to charitable
giving.

Philanthropy and Social Reform

1. Social Movements: Various social movements, including abolitionism and
women's suffrage, inspired philanthropic efforts aimed at addressing systemic
injustices.

2. Establishment of Charitable Organizations: Organizations such as the



American Red Cross (founded in 1881) began to emerge, focusing on specific
causes and mobilizing resources effectively.

The Philanthropic Model of Wealthy Industrialists

The Gilded Age saw the rise of wealthy industrialists, who began to embrace
philanthropy as a means to give back to society.

- Andrew Carnegie: A prominent figure, Carnegie believed in the "Gospel of
Wealth," advocating that the wealthy have a moral obligation to distribute
their surplus wealth for the benefit of the community. He established
numerous libraries, schools, and cultural institutions.
- John D. Rockefeller: Another notable philanthropist, Rockefeller founded
the Rockefeller Foundation in 1913, focusing on public health, education, and
scientific research.

The 20th Century: Institutionalization and
Expansion

The 20th century witnessed the institutionalization of philanthropy in
America. The establishment of foundations, along with the professionalization
of the nonprofit sector, changed the landscape of charitable giving.

Growth of Foundations

1. Foundation Movement: The early 20th century saw the rise of private
foundations, with significant contributions from wealthy individuals and
families.

2. Tax Incentives: Legislation such as the Revenue Act of 1969 established
regulations and tax incentives that encouraged charitable giving and the
establishment of foundations.

Major Philanthropic Trends

- Corporate Philanthropy: As businesses grew, so did their commitment to
social responsibility. Corporate foundations emerged, and companies began to
integrate philanthropy into their business models.
- Community Foundations: The first community foundation, the Cleveland
Foundation, was established in 1914, serving as a model for localized giving
and addressing community needs.



Late 20th Century to Present: Globalization and
Innovation

As America entered the late 20th century, philanthropy became more globalized
and innovative, responding to complex social challenges both domestically and
internationally.

Emergence of New Philanthropy

1. Venture Philanthropy: This model combines venture capital principles with
philanthropic goals, focusing on social entrepreneurship and sustainable
impact.

2. Donor-Advised Funds (DAFs): DAFs gained popularity in the 21st century,
allowing individuals to make charitable contributions while retaining control
over how funds are distributed.

Key Movements and Current Trends

- Social Justice Philanthropy: There is a growing focus on addressing
systemic inequalities, with many donors supporting initiatives that aim for
social change.
- Philanthropy in the Digital Age: The rise of online fundraising platforms
and crowdfunding has transformed how individuals and organizations engage in
philanthropy, making it more accessible.

Challenges and Critiques of Philanthropy

While philanthropy has made significant contributions to society, it has not
been without its challenges and critiques.

Critiques of Philanthropic Practices

1. Wealth Concentration: Critics argue that philanthropy can perpetuate
income inequality, as wealth remains concentrated in the hands of a few.

2. Accountability and Transparency: There are concerns about the lack of
accountability among philanthropists and foundations, leading to questions
about the motivations behind giving.



Future of Philanthropy

The future of philanthropy in America is likely to be shaped by ongoing
societal challenges, technological advances, and changing donor expectations.
Key trends to watch include:

- Increased Collaboration: Philanthropic organizations may increasingly
collaborate with governments and businesses to address complex social issues.
- Focus on Equity: A greater emphasis on equity and inclusion in
philanthropic practices will likely shape funding priorities and strategies.

Conclusion

The history of philanthropy in America reflects the evolving values and
priorities of society. From its early religious foundations to the modern,
globalized approaches of today, philanthropy has been a vital force for
social good. As challenges continue to emerge, the role of philanthropy will
remain crucial in shaping a more equitable and just society. Through
innovation, collaboration, and a commitment to addressing systemic issues,
philanthropy can continue to make a meaningful impact for generations to
come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the origins of philanthropy in America?
Philanthropy in America can be traced back to the colonial period when
religious and community leaders established charitable organizations to
support the needy. Early examples include the founding of hospitals and
orphanages.

How did the Industrial Revolution impact
philanthropy in America?
The Industrial Revolution led to immense wealth accumulation among
industrialists, which in turn fostered a culture of giving. Figures like
Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller became prominent philanthropists,
establishing foundations that supported education, health, and scientific
research.

What role did women play in the history of American
philanthropy?
Women played a crucial role in American philanthropy, particularly in the
19th and early 20th centuries. They often organized charitable efforts, such



as the Women's Christian Temperance Union and the establishment of settlement
houses, highlighting issues like poverty and education.

What is the significance of the Carnegie
Corporation?
Founded by Andrew Carnegie in 1911, the Carnegie Corporation is one of the
oldest and most influential philanthropic organizations in the U.S. It
focused on promoting the advancement of education and knowledge, setting a
precedent for future foundations.

How did the New Deal influence philanthropy in
America?
The New Deal significantly changed the landscape of philanthropy by
increasing government involvement in social welfare. It prompted private
charities to adapt their missions and also encouraged a partnership between
government and private philanthropy.

What is the concept of 'effective altruism' in
modern philanthropy?
Effective altruism is a movement that encourages individuals to use evidence
and reasoning to determine the most effective ways to benefit others. It has
gained traction in the 21st century and has influenced how many
philanthropists approach their giving.

How has technology changed philanthropy in the 21st
century?
Technology has transformed philanthropy through online fundraising platforms,
social media campaigns, and crowdfunding, making it easier for individuals
and organizations to connect with donors and expand their reach globally.
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