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This paper is the result of research for, Rationale for the History of 

Philanthropy in Canada, a Masters thesis for the Philanthropy and Development 

program at St. Mary’s University of Minnesota. It is the first stage towards a 

publication on the history of philanthropy in Canada. In recent years, Canadians 

began to write about modern-day fundraising and fundraising techniques, 

however no one has written about the history of philanthropy in Canada.  

Bremner’s American Philanthropy was required reading for one of the July 

1998 courses at the St. Mary’s Masters Program in Philanthropy and 

Development. There was no assigned reading of a Canadian Philanthropy book 

for the four Canadians registered in the program because a survey of Canadian 

Philanthropy did not exist. It was apparent that Canadian fundraising would not 

emerge to professional status unless there was a documented body of 

knowledge and a history of philanthropy in Canada. The purpose of this thesis is 

to provide the rationale for further research, documentation and publication of the 

history of Canadian philanthropy. 

This thesis examined the current literature and posed challenges about 

what the published history of philanthropy in Canada could entail. The goal of this 

thesis was to uncover and collate written information and to investigate what 

Canadian fundraisers and historians believed to be important philanthropic 

events, people and organizations.  

Bremner’s American Philanthropy was required reading for one of the July 

1998 courses at the St. Mary’s Masters Program in Philanthropy and 
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Development. There was no assigned reading of a Canadian Philanthropy book 

for the four Canadians registered in the program because a survey of Canadian 

Philanthropy did not exist. It was apparent that Canadian fundraising would not 

emerge to professional status unless there was a documented body of 

knowledge and a history of philanthropy in Canada. The purpose of this thesis is 

to provide the rationale for further research, documentation and publication of the 

history of Canadian philanthropy.The lack of research in this area has left a huge 

knowledge gap in the Canadian non-profit and voluntary sector.  

The use of the word Philanthropy was deliberate as I see it as a broader 

concept than the commonly used word, Charity, a term which comes out of 

Christianity. Philanthropy as defined in this paper means all traditions of giving 

and sharing.  

The components of this research project included a review of the 

literature, surveys of two hundred and fifty-eight Canadian fundraisers and one 

hundred and thirty-eight Canadian historians, and interviews with five key 

informants.  

There was an expectation at the beginning of the literature search that 

there would not be a wealth of material related to the history of philanthropy in 

Canada. This was not the case. The literature search revealed eight hundred 

documents consisting of meeting minutes, reports, government briefing papers, 

church activity reports, newsletters, public policy research studies, bylaws of 

organizations and a handful of books related to more specific areas. The 
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discovery of these primary documents demonstrates that a history could be 

researched and written. 

There were no comprehensive books about the history of philanthropy in 

Canada, however two related works were examined. The two works were 

Samuel Martin’s Essential Grace and Poverty, Poorhouses and Private 

Philanthropy by the Senior Scribes of Nova Scotia. Martin’s book focused on 

government funding of the health, education, social service, culture and religious 

sectors and on how fundraising activities attempted to fill the gap when there was 

a shortage of government funding. The Senior Scribes focused on the history of 

social welfare in Nova Scotia. These two works were major contributions to the 

body of knowledge surrounding philanthropy in Canada because they both 

examined the humanistic service sector by investigating the relationships 

between the governments, the churches and private philanthropy.  

While there were few documents that actually discussed the history of 

philanthropy, there were many reports and newsletters and studies that 

contained bits and pieces of writings that were pulled out and incorporated into 

the historical timeline. The events for the historic timeline were gleaned from 

approximately eighty sources and were weighted heavily toward events in Nova 

Scotia because of the Senior Scribes book about the history of social welfare in 

that province. 

The surveys found that fundraisers and historians were aware of the 

expansive nature of philanthropic activity but unaware of its historical 
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significance. It was also apparent that respondents from different regions of the 

country were aware of current philanthopy in their own regions, but generally did 

not mention historic or current national philanthropy. These discoveries were 

reinforced by key informants, who affirmed the lack of recorded history and 

stressed the need for a consolidation of data leading to a publication about the 

history of philanthropy in Canada.  

 Survey respondents indicated that the two most important topics for future 

research were individual giving and the attitudes and perceptions about 

philanthropy. The third most important area cited for future research was the 

need to study everything for a history of philanthropy in Canada. Most 

respondents who recommended everything be studied did not articulate what 

they meant by everything, which made this information of little use in the 

determination of a research agenda. Even the more specific recommendations 

for research were so broad as to be useless for the determination of research 

priorities. Despite the dearth of specific information these responses indicated a 

strong consensus that considerable work needed to be done. 

 While there are currently no comprehensive written histories, it is apparent 

from this study that there are philanthropic traditions that are uniquely Canadian. 

The history of these traditions is scattered amongst the stories of immigrant 

organizations, religious groups, schools, universities, hospitals, ladies auxiliaries, 

cultural centers, social service organizations, fraternal societies, trade unions and 

numerous other benevolent groups. Canadian compliance with the English Poor 
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Laws early in the development of Canada as a country, was key to the 

establishment of a nationally ingrained expectation that government would 

regulate charitable donations and provide, through taxation, services to those 

unable to provide for themselves. This philosophy of government responsibility 

continued to grow to prevalence, as political reform movements gave rise to the 

establishment of universal health, education and social services in Canada. 

Canadians grew to expect that all their needs would be taken care of, including 

their children’s higher education in government funded universities with 

subsidized tuition. 

Philanthropy in Canada is defined largely by the symbiotic relationships 

between governments, individuals and religious organizations that morphed into 

“nonprofits”. There is clear evidence that Canada has its own compelling and 

unique philanthropic history. 

The complexity of philanthropy in Canada and the dearth of writing on the 

subject has led to a lack of understanding of Canadian traditions and stories and 

a reliance on models from the United States. Canadian traditions were and will 

continue to be different from those of the United States because of differing 

political philosophies and public policy. According to Bremner, in the United 

States philanthropy “has been one of the principle methods of social advance” 

(1988, p.2), while in Canada, social advance was rooted in complex relationships 

between governments, churches and civil society. 
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This research provides a historical umbrella for philanthropic traditions and 

practices in Canada. This research will contribute to a solid foundation for the 

discussion of current and emergent issues, debates and challenges in the fields 

of civil society, social economy, and nonprofit research and practice. 

This research will be of interest to staff and volunteers in the Canadian 

nonprofit sector, as well as practitioners, policymakers, historians, social 

scientists and community organizations. It will provide a historical perspective for 

discussion of contemporary nonprofit issues and challenges. The research will 

enhance understanding of Canadian traditions and practices in the Canadian 

nonprofit sector. This is important in order to anticipate and help shape future 

directions in the sector. This work creates new knowledge for the non-profit and 

voluntary sectors, framing philanthropy in Canada in the context of the social, 

economic and political issues of the times. 
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