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Abstract:

Intended to frame a more extensive investigation, the paper draws on the philosophy of Hobbes, psychoanalysis, and hermeutical theory to raise important questions about the foundational assumptions of philanthropy. Philanthropy is common ground for personal beliefs and behaviours and for social structures such as incorporated charities and nonprofit organizations. Hobbesian proposals regarding the natural state of man, the market and individual citizens are apparent in contemporary society. Of concern is that the dominant language of the contract and its surrounding economic universe is the language of a pathological narcissist. Through example, the paper portrays some of the social consequences arising when philanthropy becomes narcissism.

Introduction

Miller (2006) states that “clear thinking about philanthropy requires us to define it,” and that “any proper definition... must pay attention to how the term ‘philanthropy’ has been applied in practice” (p. 52)
. Sulek (2009)
 begins his examination of the history of the term ‘philanthropy’ with the observation that, “Proper definitions are critically important to the analysis and expression of ideas, for meaning assigned to words fundamentally shape and direct the path of discourse” (p. 193). It seems to me that the significance of Sulek’s project is not so much to find the final definition of philanthropy and thus end discourse on the subject for once and for all but rather to locate the more delicate unfolding of the threads of meaning that travel from the distant past through to the present. Significantly for this exploration of philanthropy, meaning arises in a way similar to creating a thread – by twisting “fibre on fibre... And the strength of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the overlapping of many fibres”
. There is no single fibre that on its own, is the essence philanthropy. There is no absolute definition in whose clarity there is no further need for discussion or debate. Philanthropy’s many fibres - some of which have fallen below contemporary recognition – have 'family resemblances' that are “always and already” (Gadamer, 1990, p. 305) present.

Of Dictionaries

For this exploration, the other valuable dimension of the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is the provision of quotations to demonstrate how the word was used in context at particular points in history. The online OED
 gives two general definitions of philanthropy:

1. a. 
Love of mankind; the disposition or active effort to promote the happiness and well-being of others; practical benevolence, now esp. as expressed by the generous donation of money to good causes.

   b.
The love of God for humanity. Now rare.

2.
A philanthropic action, movement, or agency; a charity. Chiefly in pl.
Under the second definition (philanthropy as action, movement, agency; a charity) are two quotations that press against the niceties of benevolence. The first comes from Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) as part of a lecture read at the Masonic Temple in Boston in January 1842
. In the lecture titled The Transcendentalist, Emerson concludes, “The philanthropies and charities have a certain air of quackery”. 


Schooled at Harvard, Emerson was one of the generation of well educated people mostly in and around Boston who were attempting to develop literary independence from Europe. New kinds of poetry, philosophy and literature were being created in the American version of the Romantic period in Germany. Thinkers like Emerson, and as we shall see, Henry David Thoreau, gave a unique character to the resistance to the social and political norms associated with the Enlightenment and the scientific rationalization of nature
. Emerson’s thoughts are unambiguous when he says, 

Each ‘Cause,’ as it is called... becomes speedily a little shop, where the article, let it have been at first never so subtle and ethereal, is now made up into portable and convenient cakes, and retailed in small quantities to suit purchasers. You make very free use of these words ‘great and ‘holy,’ but few things appear to them such. Few persons have any magnificence of nature to inspire enthusiasm, and the philanthropies and charities have a certain air of quackery. (Emerson, 2010, 1842).

The second quotation of interest is from Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) a contemporary of Emerson’s and along with him, a leading transcendentalist. He wrote in his Walden in the section titled “Economy” that, "If you should ever be betrayed into any of these philanthropies, do not let your left hand know what your right hand does, for it is not worth knowing"
. Thoreau noted that philanthropy while “appreciated by mankind” is “overrated”, “partial and transitory” and “unconscious” (Thoreau, 1854). Philanthropy, he asserts, “is a charity that hides a multitude of sins. The philanthropist too often surrounds mankind with the remembrance of his own castoff griefs as an atmosphere, and calls it sympathy”.
Philanthropy, Economy, and Hobbes


Perhaps what philanthropy and charity are depends on your perspective. Emerson’s perspective arises from his work in articulating the Transcendental based on Kant’s notion of imperative forms. Thoreau and Emerson and their knowledge of classical economists such as Adam Smith are noteworthy because they take the notion of the “social contract” and argue that it is the economy that binds society together – the social glue – where,

every individual, therefore, endeavours as much as he can both to employ his capital in the support of domestic industry, and so to direct that industry that its produce may be of the greatest value; every individual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it… he intends only his own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention…  By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good. (Smith, 1776)


Smith’s version of social contract theory and how economy builds the wealth of individuals and the sovereign or commonwealth, builds on the work of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679). It is to Hobbes I turn to for foundational thinking on the “state of nature” which gives rise to social contracts.


Hobbes presents the mind as something that operates on mechanistic principles of motion - "vital motion" (Hobbes, 1996, 1651, p. 37-38) 
 which as an internal physiological motion constitutes life and "voluntary motion" (p. 38) which are externally observable motions driven by 'appetites', 'desires' and 'aversion' (p. 38). In this argument, "motion produceth nothing but motion" (p. 14). At the psychological level, ceaseless motion "appears as insatiable appetite. Life in the natural condition, therefore, involves appetites that never know complete satisfaction "(Glass, 1980, p. 341)
. It is a world "where every man is Enemy to everyman... wherein men live without other security, than what their own strength, and their own invention shall furnish them" (Hobbes, 1996, 1651, p. 89). Citizens live in a state of constant fear anticipating an invader who will "deprive him, not only of the fruit of his labour, but also of his life, or liberty" (p. 87). Without a "common Power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called WARRE" and every man is "against every man" (p. 88). There is no security, no industry, building, knowledge, arts nor society and. Day after day citizens face "worst of all, continuall feare, and danger of violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and short" (p. 89). The natural condition of man "is the description of an intrapsychic environment whose modern analogue appears in the character traits of the pathological narcissist" (Glass, 1981, p. 342). This "theory of political obligation... allows the self to legitimately transfer or displace psychic energy from political dispute to economic endeavor" (Glass, 1981, p. 342). 


 Hobbes proposes the contract as the means by which peace and happiness can be achieved in society. However, in employing the contract to ultimately achieve “an orderly political environment, the citizens gain an economic uncertainty, a rapacious marketplace, and a psychology that transforms the self into a commodity" (p. 339-340)
. In the marketplace, "the Hobbesian monad searches for others to devour, assimilate, and devalue... For both the natural man and the pathological narcissist, fear and insatiability provoke the devalution of the other into a commodity" (p. 344). Glass concludes,

What historically emerges as commercial society is the product not only of the laws of historical transformation and the concentration of capital but of beliefs, attitudes, feelings, tendencies, and dispositions - which coalesce as a psychology of action that manifests itself in the behavior of possessive individualism. (Glass, 1981, p. 344)
An Example of Possessive Individualism


In 1855, Rockefeller started work as a bookkeeper but "dissatisfied with his wages" (Duroy, 1999) he and a partner, Maurice Clark, started their own commission house in 1858. In 1865 Rockefeller founded Rockefeller & Andrews Company   In their first year on the Cleveland docks, the partners earned $450,000 (Tarbell, 1904, p. 42)
. Deciding to incorporate his company to make it more profitable (Bowling Green State University (BGSU), 2010)
, Rockefeller founded the Standard Oil Company on January 10, 1870. In 1872 Standard Oil moved to consolidate the refiners in Cleveland into a single monopoly - an event that saw 22 companies purchased in an event that became known as the "Cleveland Massacre" (BGSU, 2010). Between 1876 and 1878 Standard Oil purchased an additional 100 refineries across the United States leading to the Chairman of the New York State Assembly to begin to "investigate malpractices and the plausible existence of a monopoly in the oil industry" (BGSU, 2010) in 1879. On May 15, 1911 the US Supreme Court declared "Standard Oil's holding company an 'unreasonable' trust and ordered that it be dissolved" (BGSU). By this time, the bulk of the fortune coming to the Rockefellers (Senior and Junior) was made and Rockefeller Senior had retired
.


On April 24, 1913 the New York State Legislature passed an act incorporating the Rockefeller Foundation. That same year, John D. Rockefeller makes gifts to the Foundation amounting to $35 million followed a year later by an additional $65 million. On December 5, 1913, the Foundation makes its first grant: $100,000 to the American Red Cross to purchase the Washington DC site for the charity's new headquarters (Rockefeller Foundation, 2010). On September 23, 1913, roughly 13,000 miners began a strike against Colorado Fuel & Iron Company, co-owned by John D. Rockefeller II (Junior). The strike began after rulings made by the Colorado state government improving working conditions for miners were ignored
 (Rudd, 2002, p. 2). Union supported miners and their families, working for Colorado Fuel & Iron Company were living in the Ludlow tent colony. The day after Easter celebrations, April 20, 1914, these miners and their families were attacked by state guards and professional gunmen hired by the mine operators. The Ludlow Massacre, as it became known, forced Rockefeller Junior to "establish and define new policies on employee representation" (p. 2)
. Joan Roelofs (2006, p. 20)
 writes that, "many people believed that the Rockefeller Foundation was created to erase the scandal of the Ludlow Massacre”. She continues observing that early foundations in the United States worked to "co-opt intellectuals" and promote an ideology that regarded social ills as problems to be solved by social scientists" (p. 20). In 1913, immediately after its first grant to the American Red Cross, the Rockefeller Foundation began, "its 20-year support for the Bureau of Social Hygiene. Its mission: research and education on birth control, maternal health and sex education" (Rockefeller Foundation, 2010). The Rockefeller Foundation also established the American Social Hygiene Association, "to direct the scientific study of biological and social factors that influence human sexual conduct" (Rockefeller Foundation, 2010). It was these two groups that brought the Rockefeller Foundation into supporting "eugenic scientists decades before Hitler put eugenic theories into practice" (Messall, 2005)
. Through the decades that followed, the Rockefeller foundation supported the Eugenics Record Office poured millions into population control programs, human genetics research, and, "became a major force in supporting birth control clinics and played a pioneering role in the modern field of population studies" (Messall, 2005).


What can be made of this? How do we understand the motives and drives of a man like J. D. Rockefeller? Glass (1980) is helpful when he details the properties of pathological narcissism,

a stance or pose of grandiosity... the devaluation of others; the refusal to grant to the other an autonomy that is not connected with self-gratification; a precarious inner condition that is unstable, envious, raging, and insecure. The narcissistic self projects qualities that appear to be socially functional and desirable: energy, charm, success, toughness of mind. Yet these appearances disguise a more insidious set of psychological dynamics: the rational manipulation of the other, the demand to be admired and loved, the view of the other as "fuel" or "supply" for egoistic needs, and ruthless and unfeeling behavior towards others the self perceives as necessary for its own interests. (pp. 337-338)

From early days leading up to the formation of Standard Oil, the Ludlow Massacre, the investment in eugenics to create a more perfect society of people (one supposes people like himself), Rockefeller demonstrates not only the profound consequences of someone who is successful in the Hobbesian contract-based economy, he is also someone who fits the description of a pathological narcissist. And yet, despite this history and what is public knowledge about John D. Rockefeller, the man is viewed rather one-sidedly as someone who, "embraced philanthropy early in life... As his personal wealth grew, so did his generosity" (Rockefeller Foundation, 2010).  With this example we see the beginnings of a contemporary philanthropy in which, "conscience, ethics, restraint, and a sense of the profound limits implicit in the other's autonomy play no role in the inner structure of motivation" with the external social world seen as "a threat, as an object to be incorporated" (Glass, 1980, p. 339). 

Concluding Thoughts


How J. D. Rockefeller approached philanthropy has a historical continuity with contemporary philanthropy. The fascination that Rockefeller had with "scientific philanthropy" (Hamer, 2007, p. 454)
  is the foundational basis for what currently counts as philanthropy. As BMO Harris Private Banking reminds those wishing to become "an effective philanthropist":
Create a strategy to achieve your goals. It is difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of your donations without clearly articulating a funding strategy linked to goals. Have you thought about the impact you want to have and how to allocate your resources accordingly?  There is an opportunity to be more strategic about giving by integrating it in to your overall financial and retirement plan. Think about what you want to accomplish through your giving in your lifetime and beyond. Incorporating it into your will is one way to ensure that what you've begun continues on for future generations. (Walrus, 2010, p. 3)

In returning to the OED's first definition of philanthropy confronts the reader with difficult questions arising from the short excursion through history that I have sketched out. When the donated money has its origins in the taking advantage of others (by acting as Hobbes' 'invader' would, for example) does that change the character of an act of philanthropy? Framed another way, do the means of wealth acquisition matter if one of the ends to which the wealth is put is a philanthropic gift? Can a brutal industrialist in effect amass a fortune and buy a good reputation through philanthropic gifts? Could we say that the taking of life, the abolishment or denial of workers' rights, the pollution of land where people live and so forth is simply a consequence of man's state of nature where, "every man has the right to all things. He may do whatever he chooses. This is his natural right" (Raphael, 1977, p. 30)?


The caution raised by Emerson that "Few persons have any magnificence of nature to inspire enthusiasm, and philanthropies and charities have a certain air of quackery (2010, 1842) seems more weighty given that Rockefeller and other early American industrialists were contemporaries of his. Thoreau’s statement that "charity hides a multitude of sins" (Thoreau, 2010, 1854) now appears prophetic in its simple declaration. For the scholar, the practitioner raising funds in nonprofit organizations and aspiring philanthropists, this paper opens a window onto a history undergirding contemporary beliefs about philanthropy. Like many of the frameworks holding up pieces of construction, it is invisible to those going about their daily activities as if the experience of the moment had no horizon - forward or backward. As an initial exploration into the earthier side of philanthropy, some of the invisible has become visible and present. 
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