
MyImpact Challenge: Charity &
Community
Activity 4

In this activity you will...

Define charity and describe the importance of charitable associations in
American society.
Analyze charts and graphs to describe the character of American charitable
giving.
Determine connections between your project and charitable associations
using Benjamin Franklin’s Junto club’s questions.
Assess your own and peer’s project plan and reflect on chances to improve
your current plan.

Now that we’ve discussed government’s role in solving problems, let’s look at
another pillar of American civil society, charity. 

Charity has been a major factor in American problem solving since the nation’s
earliest days, and remains so today.

Private charity is the engine that drives much of America’s response to social
concerns, and it does not require government help to get started. Hence, it is
important to consider charitable solutions to your problem.

What is Charity?
A spirit of charity, defined as “the voluntary giving of help to those in need”
combined with a self-reliant work ethic animated British colonial communities
from the earliest years of New England settlements. University of Connecticut
historian Robert A. Gross differentiates between charity and philanthropy, noting
that charity refers to personal involvement in concrete action that directly meets
people’s needs, and is o�en focused on rescue and relief.

On the other hand, though it is based on similar motives, philanthropy refers to a
longer-term, larger scale, more strategic solution to society’s problems at the level
of reform and rebuilding. Charity may involve large or small numbers of people in
an effort to relieve suffering, but philanthropy is more likely to involve the efforts



of people in sustained, structured action toward a long-term humanitarian goal.
Gross writes, “Charity expresses an impulse to personal service; it engages
individuals in concrete, direct acts of compassion and connection to other people.”

What is the difference between charity and philanthropy?

The ��ff��en�� ��t�e�� c���it� ��d ���la��h���y ��..

What Role Have Civil Associations Played in
American Charity?
In 1831, Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville embarked on a  nine-month,
seven-thousand mile tour of the United States east of the Mississippi, during which
he studied life in America. His book describing the experience, Democracy in
America, became one of the most significant political texts ever written about
America. Tocqueville wrote an enduring analysis allowing Americans to better
understand themselves.

One of Tocqueville’s most important themes was that Americans seemed to form
voluntary associations to solve every kind of community problem. He wrote,

“Americans of all ages, conditions, and all dispositions constantly unite
together. Not only do they have commercial and industrial
associations to which all belong but also a thousand other kinds,
religious, moral, serious, futile, very general and very specialized,
large and small… Where you see in France the government and in
England a noble lord at the head of a great new initiative, in the
United States you can count on finding an association. In America … I
have frequently admired the endless skill with which the inhabitants
of the United States manage to set a common aim to the efforts of a
great number of men and to persuade them to pursue it voluntarily.”

Tocqueville was not blind to problems in America. In fact, he strongly condemned
American treatment of both enslaved people and Native Americans using terms
like “debasement” and “degradation” to describe how those two groups were
treated.



However, Tocqueville was struck by the degree to which the principle of equality
seemed to encourage members of American communities to willingly assist one
another. He explained the concept of enlightened self-interest, or as he called it,
“self-interest properly understood.”

“The doctrine of self-interest properly understood,” Tocqueville wrote, “does not
inspire great sacrifices but does prompt daily small ones; by itself it could not make
a man virtuous but it does shape a host of law-abiding, sober, moderate, careful,
and self-controlled citizens. If it does not lead the will directly to virtue, it moves it
closer through the imperceptible influence of habit.”

Discussing why voluntary associations in civil society are vital to freedom itself,
Tocqueville explained,

“The morals and intelligence of a democratic people would be in as
much danger as its commerce and industry if ever a government
wholly usurped the place of private associations. Feelings and ideas are
renewed, the heart enlarged, and the understanding developed only by
the reciprocal action of men upon another.”

Tocqueville identified a way of solving problems that he saw as uniquely American,
and America still has one of the Developed World’s highest rates of participation in
private charity. In fact, some of the Americans whose treatment he condemned as
inhumane would later form their own associations to make change.

Why did Tocqueville find Americans’ participation in civil associations “uniquely
American?”

Toc����il�� ��n�i��r�� �ar����pa���� in ����ci���o�s “un���e�y A����ca�” be����e...

How Have Americans Participated in
Associations?
Charity in America prior to the twentieth century was characterized by religious
roots and the sense of personal responsibility to support one’s community, as well
as reflecting a robust freedom of association guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution.
These same features of American benevolence continued into the twentieth



century and beyond, but added to them were a greater presence by the federal
government, and new approaches in chari table methods.

In 1914, Cleveland banker Frederick H. Goff introduced a new pattern to coordinate
local charitable efforts. Called the community chest model, it maximizes efficiency
by collecting donations from corporations and individuals on behalf of multiple
independent charities. The consolidated foundation allows for contributions to be
used according to the specific intentions of the donor, but permits various charities
to share certain administrative tasks, thus reducing duplication of efforts and
competition between charities in fundraising. This concept led to the creation of
United Way.

Some new approaches to giving arose during the latter decades of the twentieth
century. In 1976, Millard and Linda Fuller founded Habitat for Humanity, in which
safe, affordable home ownership came within reach of families in poverty through
a combination of volunteer efforts and sweat equity. Prospective Habitat
homeowners must participate in the building of their own homes or the homes of
others, and must be willing and able to pay an affordable mortgage. In 1989, Robert
Egger established Community Kitchen. His objective was to feed and employ the
homeless by collecting excess food from restaurants and hotels in Washington D.C.
Community Kitchen was more efficient and successful than previous models for
feeding the homeless. Egger went on to establish more than 60 community
kitchens using the model, and has also implemented the same format in university
campuses through Campus Kitchens Project.

In 1999, Bill and Melinda Gates, along with Warren Buffett, formed a foundation to
promote global health and education, and in 2010, Gates and Buffett joined forces
again in establishing the Billionaires’ Giving Pledge. Echoing the principles of
Carnegie’s Gospel of Wealth, the Giving Pledge initiative seeks to persuade the
world’s wealthiest people to pledge at least half of their fortunes to humanitarian
efforts. The Giving Pledge is consistent with the idea that great responsibility
comes along with great blessing, and that everyone has a responsibility to take steps
to “to solve the problem of the Rich and the Poor, and to bring 'Peace on earth,
among men Good-Will.’"

While the philanthropic activities of large corporations and the foundations
established by wealthy individuals are more likely to attract public attention, the
giving of private individuals makes up the bulk of charitable giving in the United
States. According to 2014 data from Giving USA, the lion’s share of charitable
giving comes from individuals.



The generosity of Oseola McCarty provides an inspiring example. In 1995, Ms.
McCarty of Hattiesburg, Mississippi, endowed a scholarship fund at University of
Southern Mississippi, which was a few blocks from her home. Born in 1908, she
had worked as a washerwoman since childhood, living simply and saving as much
money as she could. Ms. McCarty, who never married or had children, took in
laundry and washed it by hand by boiling water in a wash pot over a wood fire in
her yard, rinsing the laundry four times and hanging it on a clothesline to dry. She
loved her work and took great satisfaction in the perfectly clean laundry gleaming
in the sunshine, but at age 86, she retired due to painful arthritis. She had saved so
much that bank personnel over the years took notice and offered to help guide her
investments to maximize returns. Though she had never even visited the
university, Ms. McCarty wanted her life savings, $150,000, to provide for worthy
but needy students, preferably African-Americans, to have the education that she
was not able to achieve. She said, “My secret was contentment. I was content with
what I had...I can’t do everything. But I can do something to help somebody. And
what I can do I will do.”

Directions: Complete the following question and then review the following
graphs. Highlight information in the graph that stands out to you and keep notes
on

Describe the role civil associations have played in America’s charitable history.

As�o���ti��� �n A�e��c�’s ��ar����le ���t��� ha��...

Giving Levels, by Country
A comparison of giving levels by country, according to Giving USA, shows that the United
States leads the world’s developed nations in percent of GDP donated to philanthropy.
The graph below shows that Americans are nearly twice as generous as the second-place
nation, Canada, followed by the United Kingdom, Korea, and so on.

Karl Zinsmeister. The Almanac of American Philanthropy. Washington, D.C.: The Philanthropy Roundtable,
2016. p. 1166



Real Rise in U.S. Giving
A growing economy and the nearly doubling of our population have meant that
charitable giving adjusted for inflation was about seven times as much money in 2015 as it
was in 1954. However, according to data analyzed by The Philanthropy Roundtable, the
proportion of America’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) that our population donates to
charity remained essentially constant at 2% throughout the period from 1954 to 2015.
Gross Domestic Product is the total dollar value of all goods and services produced over a
specific time period—a way to measure the size of the economy.

Karl Zinsmeister. The Almanac of American Philanthropy. Washington, D.C.: The Philanthropy Roundtable,
2016. p. 1114



Sources of US. Charitable Giving
The giving of individuals, both during their lifetimes and as bequests of their estates, far
outstrips that of foundations and corporations.

Karl Zinsmeister. The Almanac of American Philanthropy. Washington, D.C.: The Philanthropy Roundtable,
2016. p. 1118



Demographics of Voluntarism
According to 2010 data from the U.S. Department of Labor, 26% of the total U.S.
population volunteers in charitable causes, but that proportion varies widely among the
demographic divisions shown below. For example, 42% of college graduates volunteer,
while only 18% of high school graduates do so.

Karl Zinsmeister. The Almanac of American Philanthropy. Washington, D.C.: The Philanthropy Roundtable,
2016. p. 1130.



What generalizations can you make about Americans’ charitable giving?

Gen����l�, Ame����n�...

Name one charitable organization that works on issues connected to your MIC
project. What does this organization do?

One ����ni����on ���k��� on ����es ����te� �� m� �ro���t ��….

Thi� ��g��i��t�o�...

How Can I Think Creatively About Charity?
In 1727 at age 21, Benjamin Franklin formed what he called the Junto (Spanish word
for “together”), a club that spawned some of America’s foundational charities.



The Junto was a weekly discussion group, or “club of mutual improvement” of
twelve men who agreed to conduct their conversations “in the sincere spirit of
inquiry a�er truth, without fondness for dispute, or desire of victory.” The group
discussed challenges and worked to solve problems, specifically in matters of
“Morals, Politics, or Natural Philosophy [science].” The Junto members all loved to
read, but, as Franklin wrote in his autobiography, “there was not a good
bookseller’s shop in any of the colonies to the southward of Boston.” Books were
expensive and only available if shipped from England, and most members were of
modest means. Therefore, they agreed to combine their personal libraries as a
shared resource, forming in 1731 the first lending library in the colonies. To
Franklin, rational self-interest was an integral component of the general good, and
required an investment of time, talent, and treasure to improve one’s community.
Among the community-enhancing innovations implemented as outgrowths of
Junto discussions were the organization of volunteer fire-fighters, a public hospital,
the American Philosophical Society, and a public subscription library.

Franklin’s Junto structured their meetings around a list of 25 questions, including
things like:

“What new story have you lately heard agreeable for telling in
conversation?”
“Do you know of any deserving young beginner lately set up, whom it
lies in the power of the Junto in any way to encourage?
“Is there any man whose friendship you want, and which the Junto, or
any of them, can procure for you?”

25 questions might be a bit much, but here are four Junto-style questions that
might be helpful to your project - or someone else’s!

Directions: Complete the following Junto-style questions. If you can’t answer
any, try spending some more time talking to your classmates about their projects.

What other projects in your class have caught your interest? What do you think
you could do to help them succeed?

Som� �� �he ���j���s ��at ���� ca���t �� in����s� a��…

I co��� h��� t�e� b�...

Have you heard of anyone in your school or peer groups who is already engaged
in positive civic engagement? What can you or your friends do to help them?



Som� ��o�l� I ���e h���� ab��� a��…

We c�� ��l� �y...

Is there anyone in your class that you don’t know well who might be interested in
teaming up for this project? Who can introduce you to them?

I co��� �n��od��� to .

What can the rest of your class do to help make your project a success?

Som� ���n�� m� �la�� c���� do �� ��l� �ak� �� p�o��c� � �uc���s ��e...

My Next Project Component
Now it’s time to consider how your own MIC project problem might intersect with
charitable organizations.

Part 1: Use the following questions to develop a potential plan for working with a
charitable association. Once you have completed this section, share your ideas
with some peers in Part 2.

What is a potential charity-based solution to your MIC problem?

A po���t�a� ��l��i�� �s...

Who are the stakeholders involved in this charitable solution?
These are the individuals who are 

● closest to the problem, 
● likely to have important knowledge about the situation, or 
● able to take actions or make decisions to help solve the problem. 

Som� ���ke���d��� ar�...

Of the stakeholders listed, who would be someone you would like to further
interview to gain some more knowledge of your problem?  Why this person?



Som���e I ���l� �ik� �� i�t����ew ��..  be����e...

What are some questions you would ask this person?

●

What do you think would be required to implement this charitable solution, and
how much effort do you think it would take to involve the charitable
organization in this solution?

Thi� ��l��i�� w�u�� r���i��...

Part 2: Find a partner and read each other’s proposals.  When you are done, fill
out columns 1-3 of the chart below together.  Once you both have received
feedback on your own proposal, fill out column 4 individually.  Repeat with 3
more partners.

Partner’s Name +/- Feedback
Changes I want to make to

my plan based on this
feedback:

What Do I Do Next?
Take a second look at the learning objectives at the start of this activity.  Check off
the objectives you feel you have successfully completed.  Revisit the content or
steps that you still have questions about.  When you’re confident in your
understanding of the objectives and the problem you have identified, continue to
the next step.
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