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SHAKING THE FOUNDATIONS

Are the new donor classes solving our problems or posing new ones?

BY ELIZABETH KOLBERT

I n the spring of 1889, Andrew Carne-
gie published an essay on money. If
possession confers knowledge, then there
was no greater expert on the subject: Car-
negie was possibly the richest American
who ever lived. The essay, which was
printed first in the North American Re-
view, then in Britain’s Pall Mall Gazette,
and later reissued in a pamphlet, became
known as “The Gospel of Wealth.”
The “Gospel” opened with a discus-
sion of inequity. This was the Gilded
Age,and, even as most Americans were
struggling to get by, the one-per-cent-
ers were putting up “cottages” in New-
port. The disparity was, in Carnegie’s
view, unavoidable. It was the price

of progress, and progress, ultimately,
benefitted everyone. “The ‘good old
times'were not good old times,” he ob-
served. “Neither master nor servant was
as well situated then as today.”
Having dealt with accumulation of
wealth, Carnegie then turned to his real
concern: what to do with it. Passing on
riches to one’s children was a mistake,
he argued, for inheritances “often work
more for the injury than for the good
of the recipients.” Handing out money
to the poor was similarly ill-advised,
since “neither the individual nor the race
is improved by almsgiving.” Rather, the
best way to dispose of a fortune was to
endow institutions that would aid “those

Skeptics fear philanthropies have gained undue influence on public policy.
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who desire to rise.” Universities were a
good cause; so, too, were public librar-
ies, music halls, and swimming baths.
The “man of wealth,” Carnegie advised,
should consider himself “the mere trustee
and agent for his poorer brethren, bring-
ing to their service his superior wisdom,
experience, and ability to administer.”

“The Gospel of Wealth” has been
called the “ur-text of modern philan-
thropy.” It advocated a new kind of giv-
ing, a form of charity that wasn't char-
ity but something more pragmatic and,
at the same time, more ambitious—a
giving aimed, in Carnegie’s words, at
improving “the general condition of the
people.” Acting on his own advice, Car-
negie went on to endow Carnegie Hall,
the Carnegie Foundation, the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace, the
Carnegie Institute of Technology (now
part of Carnegie Mellon University),
and more than twenty-five hundred local
libraries. His contemporaries financed
the Rockefeller Foundation, the Russell
Sage Foundation, the Field Museum,
and the University of Chicago.

The “Gospel”also prompted the ur-
critiques of philanthropy. In 1890, the
Reverend Hugh Price Hughes,a Meth-
odist minister, wrote that, while he was
sure Carnegie was “a most estimable
and generous man,” his “Gospel” repre-
sented a “social monstrosity”and a “grave
political peril.” William Jewett Tucker,
a professor of religion who would later
become the president of Dartmouth,
was no less horrified. What the “Gos-
pel”advocated, Tucker wrote, was “a vast
system of patronage,”and nothing could
“in the final issue create a more hope-
less social condition.” To assume that
“wealth is the inevitable possession of
the few”was to evade the essential issue:
“The ethical question of today centres,
I am sure, in the distribution rather than
in the redistribution of wealth.”

Carnegie made his money from rail-
roads and steel. Three years after he
wrote “The Gospel of Wealth,” he de-
cided to break the union—the Amal-
gamated Association of Iron and Steel
Workers—at one of his company’s larg-
est plants, the Homestead steelworks,
outside Pittsburgh. Employees were pre-
sented with a new contract with pay
cuts up to thirty-five per cent. When
they rejected it, they were locked out.
Carnegie Steel brought in Pinkerton
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