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Thank you so much for inviting me to speak to you at Brookhaven this evening. 
It’s a great pleasure and an honor and, in truth, a little intimidating to speak to such 
a distinguished audience.   
 
I would like to speak about the role of philanthropy in America today. But first I 
would like to talk briefly about the distinctive history of philanthropy in the U.S. 
and why wealthy Americans typically give differently from people of other nations. 
That is our legacy of legacies, if you will: the foundation on which all nonprofits in 
this country must build. 
 
Americans arguably live bigger than any other people on earth; they certainly give 
bigger. The U.S. is the most philanthropic nation in the world, by almost any 
measure. Last year Americans collectively gave almost $600 billion to charity.1 
That’s an increase of over 6 percent on 2023. It’s a phenomenal sum. Far more 
than any other nation. Indeed, American spending on charity is close to the GDP 
of some countries. While a sizable chunk of American charitable giving comes 
through corporations and foundations, almost two-thirds comes from individuals.2 
I find it heartening to know that this vast mountain of money that America raises 
for good causes is, like a termite mound, the work of thousands of individually 
small creatures who choose to work together for the common good. 
 
America’s distinctive history of philanthropy  
 
There is a distinctive tradition of philanthropy in America. Alexis de Tocqueville 
famously observed in 1835 that “Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all minds” 
were “constantly joining together in groups” for mutual aid, adding  “I have often seen 
Americans make large and genuine sacrifices to the public good, and I have noted on countless 
occasions that when necessary they almost never fail to lend one another a helping hand.”3 He 
contrasted this with the situation in Europe where “It is the state that has 
undertaken virtually alone to give bread to the hungry, aid and shelter to the sick, 
and work to the idle, the state that has made itself virtually the sole healer of all 
miseries.”  
 
Therein, I believe, lies the genesis of the difference between European Social 
Democracy and American conservatism. Certainly, I have lobbied members of 
Congress in Washington, arguing that it is only the vibrant philanthropic sector in 
this country that allows us to have a relatively small state. (This was in the context 
of lobbying them not to impose an excise tax on charitable foundations.) 
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Personal philanthropy in America has often been led from the top, with some of 
the Founding Fathers setting the example of creating legacy funds that endure 
today. As many of you will know, Benjamin Franklin in 1731 set up the Library 
Company of Philadelphia — one of America’s oldest nonprofits — to gather 
written material for the benefit of subscribing members, nine of whom were fellow 
signatories of the Declaration of Independence.4 Books were precious in the early 
Republic and hard to acquire; Franklin believed in pooling knowledge, in lending 
out his mind and those of others. He also endowed an academy that would 
become the University of Pennsylvania.5 In his will, Franklin set aside 2,000 
pounds to be given to the cities of Boston, where he was born, and his adopted 
hometown of Philadelphia. For the first century after his death, the money was 
used to make low-interest loans to young tradesmen. But, as he foresaw, the 
interest from his bequest grew over time to millions of dollars and from Franklin’s 
initial gift sprang scholarships, symphonies, educational institutions, and more.  
 
As we shall see, libraries and higher education have remained a cornerstone of 
American philanthropy. Franklin Roosevelt was the first modern President to 
endow a library including his own papers, and since the Presidential Libraries Act 
of 1955, all subsequent Presidents have done so.6 (Although only one has included 
an airplane!) 
 
America has been a pioneer in other areas of philanthropy too. We are widely 
credited with having created the first national park (Yellowstone) in 1872, to 
protect nature for future generations. In the arts, we can point to exceptional 
women who determined to leave their magnificent collections — the fruit of a 
lifetime of dedicated curation — for the education and enjoyment of the public. In 
1903, Isabella Stewart Gardner threw open the doors of her Boston home in 
perpetuity, sharing her Rembrandts, Titians, and Botticellis with the world. 
 
Later, in the face of World War II, Peggy Guggenheim bravely shipped her 
extraordinary collection of avant-garde art across the Atlantic under an assumed, 
non-Jewish name, labeled ‘household goods’, to protect the Expressionist, 
Surrealist and Cubist masterpieces of Europe from the cultural depredations of the 
Nazi regime, which would have destroyed them as “degenerate art.”7 Guggenheim 
was a free spirit, a rebel. Her collection was the result of decades of support for 
artists who were at the time frequently regarded as politically radical and 
subversive. Bringing Picasso (undoubtedly a household good) to New York was an 
act of self-expression and creative freedom as well as one of lasting public benefit.  
 
It can be hard to separate the selfless aspects of giving from those that are self-
interested or self-promoting. America has historically had a culture of what is 
referred to as “euergetism” (from the Greek, meaning “to do good deeds”). This is 
competitive public philanthropy, where wealthy individuals seek to outdo one 
another, by putting their names to public structures such as theatres, schools, 
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universities and libraries. One can almost imagine a proud patrician singing, to the 
tune from Annie Get Your Gun: “Anything you can donate, I can donate better! I 
can donate anything better than you!” (As a university president I occasionally had 
this tune in the back of my mind while speaking to prospective donors.) 
 
Andrew Carnegie, to whom I owe my current enviable position as president of 
Carnegie Corporation of New York, is a good example of the complex relationship 
between selflessness and self-assertion in the history of philanthropy. He didn’t 
consider himself a philanthropist. Indeed, he once said: “The name philanthropist 
is a very dubious one to apply to any one… It usually means a man who has more 
money than sense. Now my sympathies go out to those who help themselves.”  
 
Carnegie was, of course, an immigrant. He was born in poverty in Scotland. His 
father was a struggling linen weaver and Andrew, along with his family, lived in a 
tiny room above the loom where his father worked. The family emigrated to 
Pittsburgh when Carnegie was 12, and Andrew began working in a cotton mill, 
then as a telegraph boy — running lines of communication between the 
businessmen of Pittsburgh. This relatively menial but well-connected position led 
him to a career in business: as an investor, bond salesman, and eventually a railroad 
and steel magnate. He was the prime example of the move in the 19th century 
from work by hand to an information economy, from smallholding to global 
capitalism. He became the richest man in America, indeed, in the world. At the 
time of his sale of Carnegie Steel to J.P. Morgan, the sale price was estimated to be 
the equivalent of 2 percent of U.S. GDP. 
 
Carnegie’s father was a Chartist, who fought for political reform to improve the 
lives of workers, and one can see this influence in Andrew. He had distinctive ideas 
about wealth and philanthropy that have remained hugely influential on how 
wealthy Americans perceive their role. Carnegie was a major advocate for the 
advantages of businessmen not waiting until death to leave their estates but 
devoting the latter part of the lives to active philanthropy. Carnegie indeed boasted 
that after the age of 35, he spent very little time making money. Instead, he 
concentrated on giving money away. He was an early advocate of the then-novel 
regime of inheritance tax to discourage wealthy citizens from hanging on to their 
money and property to the bitter end. 
 
According to Carnegie’s famous essay “The Gospel of Wealth” (1889), “the man 
who dies rich, dies disgraced.” He argued that it was wrong and egotistical to leave 
one’s wealth principally to one’s family members. Instead, one should provide 
moderately for one’s wife and daughters, and any sons who chose to devote 
themselves to public service. The rest of one’s fortune should be devoted to 
improving others’ lives — something the foundation I lead continues to attempt to 
do — through backing scholarship, creating educational opportunity, and funding 
libraries. He was also an advocate of peace and sought to use his enormous wealth 
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and influence to prevent the outbreak of World War I. We honor that legacy today 
by supporting work on nuclear security and peacebuilding initiatives. 
 
‘Intense individualism’ and the pattern of American philanthropy 
 
I’d now like to speak about “intense individualism” and the pattern that American 
philanthropy has taken, which differs from that in other nations.  
 
Carnegie was far-sighted, generous, and wildly successful in popularizing a model 
of philanthropy that would inspire trusts such as the Rockefeller and later the 
Gates Foundation. His gift of 2,509 public libraries is an unparalleled monument 
to the power of sharing ideas as a public legacy. His father’s radicalism never 
entirely left him. He believed libraries were the “cradle of democracy” and loved 
them not only because anyone could do as he did and educate themselves by using 
a library, but also because, whether you are a prince or a pauper, when you walk 
into the library you have the same unfettered access to knowledge. 
 
He also never forgot that he was an immigrant and argued that the strongest 
defenders of America’s democratic rights and freedoms were immigrants from 
countries that did not enjoy them. He wrote: “There is no class so intensely 
patriotic, so wildly devoted to the Republic as the naturalized citizen and his child, 
for little does the native-born citizen know of the value of rights which have never 
been denied.” Today we fund libraries across the U.S. that offer English language 
training and other supports for immigrants that facilitate and accelerate their 
integration into U.S. society. 
 
Yet, with the benefit of hindsight, I think, we can also see some flaws in Carnegie’s 
ideology, which he acknowledged was rooted in “intense individualism.” He was 
greatly influenced by Herbert Spencer, a follower of Darwin, who argued that “the 
survival of the fittest” was an economic expression of a biological truth, and that it 
was necessary to the “progress of the race” that individuals poorly equipped for 
the battle of life should suffer and sometimes die. Spencer didn’t altogether object 
to giving charity to those struck down by accident or illness — but he was troubled 
by the idea of aiding the “undeserving poor,” whom nature intended should fall by 
the wayside.  
 
According to Carnegie, for whom Spencer’s arguments were compelling, it was 
counter to the long-term interests of humanity to interfere in any way with the 
process that produced increasingly stark social inequality: millionaires (a new word 
and concept in 1889) and paupers. Carnegie argued that only primitive societies such 
as the Native Americans — he had visited the Sioux nation — allowed their 
leaders to live in conditions very similar to those of their tribesmen. Thus, to 
Carnegie, great inequality was a necessary founding condition for great civilization. 
One should give benefits such as libraries to the public, to provide opportunities 
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for self-improvement, but one should not seek to interfere with a cruel market 
through raising wages or increasing workers’ rights. To do so was to jeopardize 
progress, which inevitably produced a lot of collateral damage in its competitive 
race to perfect the species. It was, of course, a self-justifying philosophy. 
 
There was a strong tinge of paternalism to Carnegie’s generosity. He wrote: “The 
best means of benefiting the community is to place within its reach the ladders 
upon which the aspiring can rise — parks, and the means of recreation, by which 
men are helped in body and mind; works of art, certain to give pleasure and 
improve the public taste; and public institutions of various kinds, which will 
improve the general condition of the people; in this manner returning their surplus 
wealth to the mass of their fellows in the forms best calculated to do them lasting 
good.” 
 
In his defense of what he called “intense individualism,” Carnegie was reflecting a 
pattern already prevalent in American thought. Ralph Waldo Emerson in his 1841 
essay “Self-Reliance” begins “Man is his own star,” and asserts that one should 
have the manly courage to refuse charity to abolitionists in Barbados, whose 
“incredible tenderness for black folk a thousand miles off” is absurd, and to avoid 
the “miscellaneous popular charities” that “educate fools” at college. He grumbles: 
“…do not tell me, as a good man did today, of my obligation to put all poor men 
in good situations. Are they my poor? I tell thee, thou foolish philanthropist, that I 
grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to such men as do not belong to me 
and to whom I do not belong.”  
 
In this long history of focus on exercising individual choice and on supporting 
causes closest to home, I think we can find clues that help to explain America’s 
patterns of giving and — if you’ll forgive the pun — her patterns of misgiving about 
charity: her anxiety that, if too broadly applied, generosity can defeat the object of 
social progress. The principle of self-reliance and self-improvement remains a 
strong underlying motive in American philanthropy. No hand-outs, only a hand 
up; in Carnegie’s words: “Ladders on which the aspiring can rise.” 
 
Americans have a particular pattern of giving, which differs from that of European 
countries. They donate most to religious organizations, followed by education, 
human services and health-related nonprofits. They give less to the environment, 
which, with animal welfare, receives around 3 percent of U.S. charitable 
donations.8 
 
Compared with Europe, America also has a strong antipathy to taxation — which 
distributes benefits according to societal need — and generous tax incentives for 
both individuals and corporations to gift philanthropically. This creates a very 
fertile soil for individual and corporate giving, but a funding landscape that is 
extremely uneven. The playing field for nonprofits is less like a football field and 
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more like a golf course. For some, the funding fairway is ultra-smooth and for 
others the going is rough. 
 
Take one example, the Colossal Foundation, the nonprofit arm of tech start-up 
Colossal Biosciences, whose de-extinction projects use genetic engineering to try to 
bring back the mammoth, the “dire wolf” (as featured in Game of Thrones), the dodo 
and other long-lost species, is extremely well funded. There is big money in 
mammoths. Colossal Biosciences has a $10 billion valuation.9 Whereas the federal 
government’s entire conservation budget for “working lands” is around $6 
billion.10 Meanwhile, recent cuts to USAID put the future of its contribution to 
global conservation efforts in doubt.  
 
Few would argue that genetic engineering is unworthy of investment. But in the 
face of collapsing fish stocks, bird and insect numbers, forests wiped out by 
wildfires and global heating, it might also seem that directing so much money 
toward Jurassic Park rather than national parks is an example of individualist 
philanthropy that prioritizes discovery over recovery, the individual species over 
the ecosystem. 
 
Philanthropy, in other words, is a wonderful expression of the human capacity for 
empathy and imagination. But inevitably it is not altogether free from the divisive 
preferences that affect other areas of society.  
 
Evidence from the European Centre for Economic Policy Research suggests that 
corporate philanthropy in the U.S. is targeted, at least in part, to influence 
legislators: “across congressional cycles, the grants given by a company’s 
foundation tend to shift to districts that also receive more PAC money, at least 
suggesting that some part of charitable giving may be politically 
motivated.” Districts with influential politicians receive more donations, as do 
nonprofits with politicians on their boards.11 
 
Of course, in the current inflammatory political climate, the tendency for giving to 
be skewed toward certain causes favored by those in power, and away from others, 
has been exacerbated.  
 
Current challenges faced by the Philanthropic Sector 
 
This situation, combined with a global turn toward domestic unease and shrinking 
fiscal budgets, is currently creating a tense environment for philanthropy. There are 
days when it feels like the walls are closing in and days when it feels like the door 
handles have been removed. 
 
Although Americans continue to give remarkable amounts to charity, the sector is 
facing unprecedented challenges. One of these is what has been called The Great 
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Squeeze. While the total amount raised is impressive and growing, the number of 
individuals who feel they can afford to give is dropping year on year. According to 
the 2025 Bank of America Study of Philanthropy, 81 percent of affluent Americans 
gave to charity last year.12 That’s a significant percentage of rich people, but it’s still 
a decrease from 2022, when 85 percent of rich Americans gave, and a 10 percent 
drop from 2015, when 91 percent of the affluent donated to charity. (A 10 percent 
drop in 10 years.) 
 
There is evidence, too, that younger Americans are less able or less inclined to dip 
their hands into their pockets. As accommodation, energy, childcare and food 
costs rise and account for an ever-increasing proportion of income, particularly for 
those under 40, the financial cushion that allowed many middle-class Americans to 
give to charity is losing its stuffing. Few people are as comfortable as they once 
were. In times of scarcity, people conserve what they have. This often leaves 
nonprofits scrambling to compete for a reduced pool of funding; In the U.K., 
nearly a third have reduced their workforce. With the collapses in federal funding, 
the same is happening in the U.S. 
 
When things move fast, it is often hard to be aware of how much ground has been 
lost. Just one meter of sea level rise will mean that by 2050 Bangladesh loses 17 
percent of its land area, including 30 percent of land used for food production.13 In 
political terms, nine months can also see a lot of shared ground disappear. 
 
The polarization of society that we have seen in America — but also elsewhere in 
the Western world in recent years — has many aspects. The pandemic intensified 
the gap between the richest and the poorest citizens. Billionaires’ net worth grew 
by more than $3.6 trillion in 2020 alone, boosting their share of global household 
wealth to 3.5 percent. At the same time, the pandemic pushed about 100 
million people into extreme poverty, raising the global total to 711 million in 2021, 
according to a World Bank estimate.14 
 
Before the pandemic we all looked on as the benefits of globalization accrued to 
the few and little effort was made by repeated administrations to mitigate the 
impact on vast swathes of the U.S. as manufacturing jobs were exported to cheaper 
markets overseas, with profound effects on the social and economic lives of the 
communities left behind. 
 
The weakening of the ties that bind us, the growth in distrust, the collapse in social 
capital has, as readers of Bob Putnam know well, taken years to reach this 
polarized point. While Bob, with characteristic optimism, believes we will have an 
Upswing, as we did when the progressive era succeeded the gilded age, even he 
concedes that this will take a very long time. 
 

https://www.cnn.com/2021/01/24/economy/oxfam-inequality-rich-poverty/index.html
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One distressing aspect of radical cuts in federal funding is that it is becoming 
harder to access reliable data, whether on climate and weather, or volunteering, or 
on labor statistics. And there are increasingly bold attempts to control the funding 
of nonprofits. The Big Beautiful Bill, for example, included several provisions that 
disincentivize charitable giving by individuals and corporations, which will reduce 
resources for nonprofit organizations by billions of dollars in the next decade. 15 
 
As I am sure you know, many individual nonprofits have also come under attack. 
Funding and taxation are being weaponized, as a means to bring nonprofits under 
closer government control and to discourage them from voicing opposition to 
government policies or funding critical work on topics the government proscribes.  
 
In this sorry situation, we at Carnegie spend a lot of our time trying to plug holes 
in hundreds of funding buckets, to allow important work to continue. Some of 
those holes are bullet holes. We were the largest funder, for example, of the Wilson 
Center in D.C. that was shut down by DOGE. We have increased our funding and 
worked with the scholars to move their grants to other institutions to continue 
their work. Even more egregious was the decision to make massive cuts in Voice 
of America, thereby giving the foreign journalists who worked for us spreading the 
American worldview overseas, just 30 days to leave the country and return to their 
homeland. One can only imagine the reception Russian journalists would have 
received in Moscow. We are paying the salaries of some of these journalists so that 
they can get appointments in schools of communication and have a year or two to 
find a safe landing.   
 
In the 18th century, the emergency services were charities. Firefighters were local 
volunteers. Now, increasingly, charities are becoming emergency services: first 
responders when yet another blow to essential provision leaves citizens reeling. 
 
Foundations have sought to learn from the experience of universities and law firms 
in the face of these attacks. A large number of us are standing together and 
adopting a NATO Article 5 approach: namely, an attack on one is an attack on all. 
When two foundations were recently named by the administration, over a hundred 
of us signed a letter of solidarity. We have collectively hired law firms, 
communication firms and strategy firms to advise us on how most effectively to 
respond to efforts to undermine our ability to function. It is a worrying time for 
almost everyone working in the philanthropic sector. 
 
Opportunities for philanthropy as a bridge over troubled waters  
 
Even in these most difficult of times, however, there are extraordinary 
opportunities. Giving is one of the few truly bipartisan issues. We may not always 
agree on what we want to give to — but the idea that charitable gifts are sacrosanct 
and that governments should not try to interfere with them via punitive taxation is 

https://www.jct.gov/publications/2025/jcx-29-25/
https://www.jct.gov/publications/2025/jcx-29-25/
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a narrow shared political ledge on which we can balance as we try not to fall into 
chaos. 
 
I have been heartened in the last year by the fact that foundations on the left and 
right both opposed legislation that would have harmed the nonprofit sector for 
everyone. The House version of the Big Ugly Bill contained an excise tax on 
foundations. This would have reduced the funding available for us to give in 
grants. This is an issue of concern to all foundations, so we worked closely across 
the political spectrum and succeeded in having the tax removed. There is much 
more to be done on this front.   
 
We need to preserve the possibility of bipartisan support, of conversations that 
keep the doors open. Philanthropy may be one of the last refuges for political 
dialogue, one of the few places where “intense individualism” (as Carnegie called 
it) and social conscience can amicably meet, and where the private and public 
sectors can come to terms. 
 
At Carnegie we are actively engaging with the issue of social and political 
polarization and trying to find ways to bridge the divides. 
 
In the long term we are funding academic research. We select 30 Carnegie Fellows 
annually and support their research on political polarization in the U.S. This is the 
third year of this initiative; in that time, we have seen proposals from over a 
thousand American academics, which I think is probably the universe of academics 
working on this topic. 
 
In the medium term, we are promoting national service initiatives. We are doing so 
at the state and city level rather than the federal government, where funding of 
AmeriCorps has been subject to the vagaries of this mercurial administration. We 
are currently providing matched funding to the legislatures in Utah and Maryland 
for their service year fellowship programs. We have deliberately chosen a red and a 
blue state and our hope is that if a few states can launch successful programs, 
others will follow suit. Our ultimate goal is for a year of community service to 
become a norm for young people. We believe that by contributing to their 
community they are more likely to value it and thereby strengthen democratic 
norms. Ancillary benefits like reducing alienation and mental health challenges and 
providing life and work skills, we hope, will make the option attractive. National 
service, moreover, is one of the very few issues that potentially has bipartisan 
support. 
 
In the near term we are funding a large number of organizations that bring people 
together across difference, like Narrative 4 or the American Exchange Project, that 
bring school students from across the country, from Manhattan to Appalachia, 
together to learn each other’s stories and live in each other’s homes. Braver Angels 
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is working with state legislatures to build constructive relationships across the 
political spectrum and Disagree Better has developed advertising campaigns in 
which political leaders model how to disagree constructively. We try, wherever we 
can, to test whether these worthy initiatives actually work. In the case of Disagree 
Better, for example, Stanford’s Polarization Lab is monitoring the impact of the 
advertisements on viewers’ attitudes and voting behaviors.  
 
We have also joined with other foundations to fund the Trust for Civic Life that 
seeks to embed norms of civic participation in rural communities and Press 
Forward, which seeks to support local news. 
 
Finally, there’s public media. I know you recently had a talk from the wonderful 
Judy Woodruff. The collapse of federal funding for public media is nothing short 
of tragic. It was a Carnegie Commission in the 1960s that launched the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting and, like many of our peers, we are working 
to try to ensure that public media can not only survive but reimagine itself for the 
digital age. Sadly, as with foreign aid, the nonprofit sector, large as it is, is not large 
enough to fill the gap left by the withdrawal of federal funds. 
 
Through our work at Carnegie, we are learning about political polarization and 
how it is growing and morphing into what academics call “affective polarization” 
meaning that people don’t just disagree, but actively dislike those with opposing 
political opinions. The role of social media in exacerbating these trends is plain to 
see; social linkages — even marriages — across the political divide are becoming 
rarer.  
 
On a more positive note, we have learned that polarization is less in evidence in 
small communities, especially those below 50,000 people. We have learned that our 
politicians are more divided than the public and that our political system 
exacerbates polarization. We have also learned, however, that there is actually an 
enormous degree of convergence among about 70 percent of Americans on most 
issues around democracy, teaching of history, and so on, but a widespread 
misunderstanding on each side of the views on the other — and then there are 
about 15 percent of irreconcilables on each side. There is a great deal more we 
need to learn. 
 
We do know, however, that interdisciplinary, cross-party, and multi-agency 
philanthropic endeavors can flourish. When they catch fire, they generate a huge 
amount of positive energy. 
 
It has been a pleasure in recent weeks to see the opening of the Schwarzman 
Centre for the Humanities at Oxford. I was delighted while Vice-Chancellor to 
broker this record-breaking gift of £185 million, the largest since the Renaissance! 
The Centre brings academia and the creative arts together; it combines seven 
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humanities faculties and research institutes together with world-class libraries, 
collections, exhibitions, cinema, music, theatre, and performance. Though based in 
the university, it is open to all. I think it is a model of what can be achieved, where 
philanthropy looks beyond traditional constraints, to make something new and 
strikingly inventive available to the widest possible audience: a cultural forum 
without limits. 
 
It was also my privilege when at Oxford to negotiate the development of the 
Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine against COVID-19, which saved an estimated 6.3 
million lives in its first year, more than any other vaccine. The vaccine was 
produced and distributed at cost: not for private profit but for public good. This 
allowed it to be rolled out in the world’s poorest countries, where other vaccines 
were not available. It was academic partnership with the governments of multiple 
nations, with business, and the philanthropic funding underlying decades of 
vaccine research at Oxford that made this fast, lifesaving collaboration possible.  
Philanthropy was able to step in quickly in large and small ways: from providing 
food for the scientists working around the clock in their labs; to utilizing the 
networks of the Gates Foundation to facilitate distribution around the world.  
 
Among the lessons I have learned in the process of negotiating partnerships of this 
kind, is that the philanthropic sector is about more than direct administration of 
charity. It is about creating and sustaining relationships that support lines of 
communications between those most in need and those with most to offer them. It 
involves quiet diplomacy over time, anticipating and managing disasters so that 
when lightning strikes, the phones are already ringing and the planes are in the air, 
often before the government has fully woken up.  
 
The next big threat to humanity is always just around the corner: from a novel 
pathogen to antimicrobial resistance, from malign digital attacks on public 
infrastructure to extreme weather events. We need to be nimble. To build 
partnerships and establish cultural embassies across countries, between the 
academic sector, industry, and not-for-profits. Charities can sometimes sustain 
research and funding relationships even when political relationships break down.  
 
These are the gifts we share. In truth, money is only the bricks and mortar of 
philanthropy; people are its architects, its builders. Right now, we struggle for 
bricks. But the people are still there and their determination to build a better world 
is stronger than ever. 
 
 
What legacies may prove most durable — or most transformative — in the future? 
 
What legacies may prove most durable — or most transformative — in the future? 
We are standing at a crossroads in history, and it is very difficult to see through the 
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darkness of the current moment of increasingly open conflict in our public life. 
The constitutional fabric of democracy; the rights of citizens, and the basis of 
citizenship are all in question. Globally, there are signs that we are moving from an 
age of cooperation to one of protectionism and of aggression. Boundaries that 
once seemed secure are no longer guaranteed.  
 
That said, we know that the better angels of our nature have not departed from 
America. The majority of us give freely to others and want to give more. 
Volunteering has rebounded since the pandemic: both formal volunteering and 
informal helping, such as mowing a neighbor’s lawn or bringing them groceries. 
According to AmeriCorps’ analysis of data collected in 2023, formal volunteers 
served an estimated 5 billion hours and contributed over $167 billion in economic 
value that year.16 Millennials and Generation X are statistically quite likely to 
contribute in this way to organizations they support; some of them volunteer 
online. Where once “angels” was a name for major financial donors who preferred 
to remain anonymous, now the angel dispensing much-needed help may be a 
disembodied digital face, with a kind smile and a few hours to spare. 
 
It is no accident that the average age for an American philanthropist is 64: that 
magical age cited by the Beatles as the time when we are losing our hair, but when 
we are hoping we are still needed.17 Perhaps this is the magical age when we have 
gained the confidence to be unapologetically ourselves — with all our quirks and 
foibles — but also gained the wisdom to look beyond ourselves, to try to be good 
ancestors. 
 
At times of great risk and change, charity can seem like a luxury we can’t afford. 
But perhaps the opposite is true. Philanthropy is precisely what we need to heal the 
widening fissures, fearful withdrawal and growing anger at injustice, prejudice, and 
suffering in our society. Abraham Lincoln in his second inaugural address of 1865 
— spoke words of healing as the Civil War drew to a close: “With malice toward 
none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the 
right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in.” 
 
I think it important to recall those words at this moment of acute social distrust 
and division — we must not be enemies. America is a union built on painful 
reconciliation. Despite all our differences, there remains a foundation of common 
purpose and values we can share. 
 
America’s strength, exuberance, and innovation have traditionally been matched by 
a mistrust of control and centralization: leaning away from regulation, taxation, 
toward individual giving and named bequests. 
 
I suspect that the challenge for philanthropy in the 21st century may be to remain 
outward-facing and internationally engaged at a time of domestic strife. This may 

https://americorps.gov/about/our-impact/volunteering-civic-life
https://independentsector.org/resource/value-of-volunteer-time/#:~:text=Independent%20Sector%2C%20with%20the%20Do,a%205.3%25%20increase%20from%202022.
https://independentsector.org/resource/value-of-volunteer-time/#:~:text=Independent%20Sector%2C%20with%20the%20Do,a%205.3%25%20increase%20from%202022.
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be the time to be less inward-looking in our gifts. To dwell less on building temples 
and more on investing in the living world: in forests, clean seas, clean energy. It 
may be the time to redouble our efforts to give overseas development aid; both 
from a sense of moral necessity and of enlightened self-interest. Overseas aid is a 
deeply effective investment, not only in relieving others’ suffering, but also in 
protecting our own shared future: in mitigating the impact of climate and the mass 
migration that it will necessitate; in counterterrorism; and in preventing the global 
spread of communicable diseases. 
 
Independence is always relative; self-reliance a myth in an ecology that is symbiotic. 
We need to recognize that some will always be dependent for a good life on the 
care of others — that we are all dependent on the vagaries of fate for our start in 
life and our exposure to its harshest conditions. Our carbon emissions affect the 
weather in other nations. It makes sense, then, that the umbrella of our 
philanthropy should cover them too.  
 
Reflecting on the legacy of Andrew Carnegie, I marvel at his foresight. Yet there 
were also things he couldn’t know. Such as that it is perfectly possible to have a 
high degree of civilization and a lower degree of inequality. Switzerland and 
Sweden both have, by some indices, higher levels of innovation than the U.S., but 
both also have higher taxation and a strong social safety net.18 Japan, which has 
long been home to technological wizardry, is also the world’s longest-lived country 
— its citizens give less to charity but enjoy the benefits of a strong tax regime: 
moderation, good diet, and mandatory healthcare play a role in its success.   
 
In fact, as a European happily married to an American doctor I would argue that 
we need both: effective taxation that spreads wealth more evenly within society — 
which ultimately leads to better health in the community — and a strong nonprofit 
sector that can do the things that are difficult for governments, such as funding 
minority arts like opera and ballet that nonetheless give unparalleled joy to those 
who love them. We should not have a not-for-profit sector that struggles to mop 
up the blood spilled by an uncaring government, or to feed the families of workers 
for corporations who don’t pay them enough to eat. 
 
I hope that in the future, America will once again embrace the role of global 
steward; trusted custodian of shared values: justice, the rule of law, and democratic 
accountability. What is best in America, what is most American, is and has always 
been its ability to turn seeming difference into seamless belonging, to embrace the 
persecuted and free the oppressed, to form a strong union out of disparate 
elements: ex pluribus unum. This is at heart a generous country, whose formidable 
strength lies in leadership that puts our hope for a safer world ahead of narrow 
personal interests, rivalries or vendettas. This is the America that lobbied for the 
creation of the United Nations after World War II to ensure that no future 
generation would ever again face the horror of Belsen or Pearl Harbor, the 
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starvation of the siege of Stalingrad or the destruction of Hiroshima. That America 
led through sowing grain rather than sowing fear. It invested in public health that 
saw the end of smallpox and battled the international scourge of polio. It was an 
unrivalled superpower with a mission to promote world peace and global 
prosperity. 
 
Jonas Salk and his team’s renunciation of any claim to the patent of the polio 
vaccine is a good example of this kind of American philanthropy. He argued that 
the vaccine simply belonged to everyone. The most perfect form of gift may be of 
this kind, when we give freely and give away — beyond America’s shores — 
knowing that the security of the future world our grandchildren will inhabit 
depends on our refusal of narrow parochialism today.  
 
Our generosity may in the future be most abundant and fruitful where we invest in 
creating a legacy that is both personal and less about us: taking a cyclical view of 
the wealth we accrue as, like the stardust from which we are formed, returning to 
the earth — to disperse and nurture seeds whose growth we will not witness or 
oversee.  
 
Shakespeare famously gives these lines to Romeo: 
“My bounty is as boundless as the sea, / My love as deep. The more I give to thee, 
/ The more I have, for both are infinite…” Anthropologists, distinguishing 
between the social role of gifts and that of commodities, have argued that while the 
exchange of commodities is complete and closed, the true gift exchange crucially 
always remains infinite and open — creating ever-new opportunities for 
demonstrating care, respect, friendship, love. This is what makes the gift crucial 
relationship-building material. Anthropologically, gift-giving is never just a one-on-
one exchange — it is part of a reciprocal cycle that binds individuals and 
communities together.19 The gift is always worth more than the actual value of 
goods exchanged. Because it represents those things that lie outside the economy 
of trade, that are greater than the sum of their parts: a wedding; the birth of a child; 
the celebration that is Thanksgiving. Even in straitened and anxious times — 
perhaps especially in these times — philanthropy is something we need as givers as 
much as the recipients of our generosity need our beneficence. 
 
I would like to end on a hopeful note. Not-for-profit employees are more engaged 
than those in other sectors: 69 percent say that they are proud to work for their 
organization, that they are motivated by it, would recommend it, and intend to 
remain in post.20 I can speak personally to the truth of this. People know a good 
thing when they see one — but also when they are part of one — they feel greater 
commitment to work that reflects their moral values and creates value by positively 
improving lives. It is sometimes said that “We make a living by what we get. We 
make a life by what we give.’21 Despite the Great Squeeze, we know, deep down, 
that in giving paradoxically lies our greatest riches. We are a social species: there are 
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strong, proven psychological benefits to giving. Studies of older adults show that 
volunteering is good for your health — it may extend your lifespan by up to seven 
years.  It also decreases anxiety and lowers blood pressure.22  
 
Perhaps, then, the best thing we can do for our national health is to cultivate active 
philanthropy: not just the writing of a digital check but showing up and standing 
up for others who need us, bolstering the charitable foundations of the good 
society in which we all can prosper.  
 
Thank you very much. 
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