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Praise for Who Really Cares


 



“Breaks new ground… In Who Really Cares, Arthur C. Brooks finds that religious conservatives are far more charitable than secular liberals, and that those who support the idea that government should redistribute income are among the least likely to dig into their own wallets to help others.”—Chronicle of Philanthropy


 



“This is a thoughtful look at why Americans give and what can be done to encourage giving. Anyone interested in American charities will learn a great deal from Arthur C. Brooks’s important book.”—Weekly Standard


 



“Provocative… It’s not just that charity helps those on the receiving end, says Brooks, an economist at Syracuse University in New York. It also strengthens the cohesion of society at large. Moreover, it appears to make the givers themselves more successful, possibly because the activity transforms them somewhat into better or happier people. Whatever the reasons, he finds that higher income tends to push up charity—and that greater charity tends to push up income.”—Christian Science Monitor


 



“Eye-opening… Brooks crunched available data on U.S. charity and found, to his surprise, that conservatives are far more generous than liberals in donating money, time, and even blood. Politics aside, he discovered that, on average, Americans who spurn religion are ‘dramatically less likely’ to donate than religiously active citizens, whether conservative or liberal.”

—Associated Press


 



“James Q. Wilson has called Brooks’s book the best study of charitable giving he’s ever read, and I would agree wholeheartedly…”

—ANDREW FERGUSON, Bloomberg News


 



“A clear and well argued book… Empirical, insightful, and reasoned.”—Washington Examiner


 



“Syracuse University professor Arthur C. Brooks is about to become the darling of the religious right in America… In Who  Really Cares he cites extensive data analysis to demonstrate that values advocated by conservatives—from church attendance and two-parent families to the Protestant work ethic and a distaste for government-funded social ser vices—make conservatives more generous than liberals.”—Religion News Service


 



“Virtue is its own reward—and you will be punished for lack of it. That is the lesson of Arthur Brooks’s study of the virtue of charity, a remarkable work of practical philosophy in the plain guise of economics. He has stern words, based on quantitative proof, for liberals who boast of compassion for others but never actually give to them.”

—HARVEY MANSFIELD, William R. Kenan, Jr. 
Professor of Government, Harvard University

 



“This remarkable book documents the dramatic gap between those who talk about caring and those who actually care. The shattering of stereotypes will be as upsetting to some Americans as it will be encouraging to others.”

—FATHER RICHARD JOHN NEUHAUS, 
editor-in-chief of First Things


 



“Promises to be a highly controversial book…”

—Raleigh News-Observer


 



“Provocative…”—The Globe and Mail (Canada)

 



“This is a book everybody should read—Who Really Cares by Arthur Brooks. It’s a tremendous book.”—PAT ROBERTSON

 



“A wonderful message for this holiday season.”—BRIT HUME

 



“So what are we to make of the fact that conservative Americans donate 30 percent more to charity than liberal Americans? A new book called Who Really Cares, by Syracuse University professor Arthur Brooks, is not going to please the Howard Dean crowd. The book states flat out that religious Americans who vote Republican are far more likely to be generous to the downtrodden than secular-progressives.”—BILL O’REILLY






To Ester






And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three; but the greatest of these is charity.

—I CORINTHIANS 13:13
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Nations differ in their history, politics, economics, and culture. Although the first three of these differences have been carefully described and explained by scholars, hardly anyone has done a thorough job of explaining culture.

Yet every person who travels overseas sees and feels the cultural differences immediately. In fact, the tourist senses cultural differences before they learn much about politics and economics. We can read books to learn the history, government, and productive system of France, Italy, or Japan, but we immediately and directly observe that the French, the Italians, and the Japanese behave differently from Americans and from each other.

In this book, Arthur Brooks has found a way to show one aspect of culture: how much time and money people give to charitable causes. Brooks is a rigorously trained scholar (it is very hard to get a PhD from the Rand Graduate School) who can combine careful studies of charity with a direct and compelling way of explaining what he has learned.

Some people may suppose that we cannot learn much about culture from studying charitable giving because how much we give will be dictated by our desire to avoid taxes. And since nations differ in their tax rates, they will no doubt differ in their charitable practices. But this view is a mistake. First, it ignores differences in how much time and effort people donate to other causes. People cannot deduct from their tax bills the labor they donate to philanthropic programs.

Second, about two thirds of all Americans do not deduct any charitable gifts from their tax forms because they take the standard deduction. People who cannot, because of the law, itemize charitable gifts still donate very large sums of money. They cannot do this to avoid taxes.

Third, there does not appear to be any connection between changes in tax rates and how much money people give away. In 1986, the top tax rate was sharply cut. Some people said this was a mistake because charitable gifts would dry up. They did not. In 2001, estate taxes were reduced. Charitable giving was not affected. One reason is that people give away more money when they have more money. Tax rates may have some effect, but not the decisive one.

There are other, more important reasons that explain charity. Religion is one: Religious people donate more money than nonreligious ones, even to secular causes. And since America is a more religious nation than are most European democracies, charitable giving here occurs at a higher rate. There are other causes as well. Brooks finds that what people donate is affected by what they believe about the obligation of the government to reduce income inequality and whether they are part of an intact family.

In short, a careful examination of charity tells us a lot about a nation’s culture. And Brooks suggests that charity may also be  linked to the economy. It is obvious that affluent people give away more money than poor ones. This may just show that you can only give away money that you already have. But Brooks suggests a different and more fascinating possibility: It may be that charitable giving helps improve the economy. The link may be that charitable habits promote happiness and personal confidence and are associated with the development of good character in one’s children.

This book, therefore, is not just about how we contribute time and money; it is also about how our culture may affect our politics and our economy. It is the best study of charity that I have read, and I think you will think that as well.






INTRODUCTION

Charity and Selfishness in America

 



 



 



 



 



Are Americans charitable? Many people—including many Americans—would say we are not. Again and again, we are told that America is selfish when it comes to those less fortunate. In 2004, former president Jimmy Carter claimed that Americans are indifferent to suffering around the world: “The problem lies among the people of the U.S. It’s a different world from ours. And we don’t really care about what happens to them.”1


Ironically, foreigners are often less likely than Americans to hold such views. Recently, a foreign businessman came to see me at my university office. He told me he wanted to come to the United States to study charity. He had always admired the philanthropic zeal of Americans, and considered it the secret to our success. He had leadership ambitions, and felt it was his duty to become better informed about giving and volunteering so that he could work to encourage these behaviors in his own country.

My guest’s impression is nothing new. Another foreign visitor to America famously had the same reaction to American society some 170 years ago. When Alexis de Tocqueville visited the  United States in 1835, he found a spirit of voluntarism and charity unlike anything he had encountered before. In his classic book Democracy in America, Tocqueville marveled at America’s many civic associations, which were supported through voluntary gifts of time and money: “Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly form associations,” Tocqueville reported. “The Americans make associations to give entertainments, to found seminaries, to build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; in this manner they found hospitals, prisons, and schools.”2


Who is correct about American charity—Alexis de Tocqueville, or Jimmy Carter? To a certain extent, they’re both right. When it comes to charity, America is two nations—one charitable, and the other uncharitable. Most Americans are generous, compassionate people. However, there is also an identifiable slice of the population that does not donate to people in need; does not volunteer; does not give in informal ways; does not even feel compassion toward others.

This book is about these two Americas and the reasons they behave so differently. In the process of investigating the forces of charity and selfishness, I have uncovered some hard truths about American culture, politics, and economics. I myself was surprised and disturbed by many of the facts and trends that emerged in the course of my research, and I suspect you will be too.

The stakes are higher than just showing a few surprising truths, however. It matters a lot that we are two nations. Charity, I will show, is essential to our health and happiness, community vitality, national prosperity, and even to our ability to govern ourselves as a free people. I will explain how America’s greatest glory lies ahead—if we become more charitable. But I will also offer a warning: Just as America the Charitable spills abundance over  onto the rest of us, America the Selfish threatens our prosperity as a nation through the policies it supports and the culture it encourages.

It is in all our interests to figure out what makes people charitable, and what makes them uncharitable. Our strength as a nation is affected by our ability to bring more people into the ranks of the generous—for their good and for ours.
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Fortunately, Tocqueville’s America is bigger than Jimmy Carter’s: There are far more charitable Americans than uncharitable ones. A large majority of U.S. citizens give money away: Approximately three out of four families make charitable donations each year. The average amount given by these families is $1,800, or about 3.5 percent of household income. And contrary to what one might think, it is not true that American giving goes all—or even mostly—to churches. About a third of individual gifts go toward religious activities, such as support for houses of worship. The rest goes to secular activities, such as education, health, and social welfare. All together, private charitable donations in the United States add up to about a quarter trillion dollars per year. Three quarters of this amount comes from private individuals (as opposed to foundations, corporations, and bequests). To put this dollar figure into perspective, consider this: Private American giving could more than finance the entire annual gross domestic product (GDP) of Sweden, Norway, or Denmark.3


Charitable contributions in the United States over the past fifty years have always been between 1.5 and 2 percent of GDP, and average giving per household has nearly tripled in inflation-adjusted dollars over the past half-century. Even though much  popular thought about giving sees a decline in generosity, the truth is that Americans have consistently shared a significant portion of their growing prosperity with charities and churches. 4


American charity doesn’t stop with money. More than half of American families volunteer their time each year. About 40 percent of volunteer hours go to religious causes, followed by about 30 percent for youth-related activities, such as the PTA and children’s sports. Poverty-related causes, health charities, and political activism causes also receive significant amounts of volunteer time.5


These statistics are impressive, and they belie most of the claims about the selfishness of our nation. That said, an identifiable and sizeable minority of Americans are not charitable. Although 225 million Americans give away money each year, the other 75 million never give to any causes, charities, or churches. Further, 130 million Americans never volunteer their time.

But are nongivers really uncharitable, compared with givers? Maybe most of the people who say they give and volunteer give only a tiny amount. For example, if I give $5 a year, it would technically put me among the “donors”—but it hardly makes me a more charitable person than someone who gives nothing.

But a very bright line exists between people who give and people who don’t give. People who do give time and money tend to give a lot of it. For example, the percentage of givers donating less than $50 to charity in 2000 was the same as the percentage giving more than $5,000. Similarly, the same percentage of volunteers who volunteered only once volunteered on thirty-six or more occasions in 2000. Twenty percent of volunteers do so at least once a week, and in 2003, this top 20 percent donated an average of three hundred hours of their time.6


But mightn’t people who don’t give or volunteer formally do so informally? Might people who don’t send a check to the United Way be more likely than others to help out a family member in need? Or might someone who never volunteers at a soup kitchen be especially likely to give a quarter or a sandwich to a homeless man on the street? It would be ridiculous to label someone as “selfish” just because he or she doesn’t make formal charitable donations. Right?

Wrong. People who give away their time and money to established charities are far more likely than nongivers to behave generously in informal ways as well. If we consider all forms of generosity, the difference between charitable and selfish people grows. For example, one nationwide survey from 2002 tells us that money donors are nearly three times as likely as nondonors to give money informally to friends and strangers. People who give to charity at least once per year are twice as likely to donate blood as people who don’t give money. They are also significantly more likely to give food or money to a homeless person, or to give up their seats to older people on a crowded bus. They are more honest, too: Givers are half again as likely as nongivers to return change mistakenly given to them by a cashier.7


Givers are also more sympathetic and tolerant than nongivers. Consider the ways in which donors and nondonors differ in the feelings they express for certain groups in the population. Data from 2002 tell us that givers express less negative prejudice than nongivers toward African Americans, whites, Latinos, and Asians. But it doesn’t stop there—they are more sympathetic to Protestants, Jews, Christian fundamentalists, and Catholics. They like labor unions more, but big business more, too; also environmentalists, feminists, welfare recipients, and political  conservatives. They like the Supreme Court, Congress, the U.S. military, and the federal government more. Givers are more favorably disposed to everybody than are nongivers. (Everybody, that is, except for two groups: Nongivers like political liberals and the news media slightly more than givers do.)8


Although formal charity does not represent all types of generosity, it is an excellent way to flag the people who are truly charitable in American society—and those who are not.

 



Before talking more about charity, we should define it with a bit more precision. “Charity” comes from the Latin caritas, meaning “affection.” Scholars go to great pains to distinguish charity from other concepts of giving, such as philanthropy (from the Greek, for “love of man”), and categorize giving with different sorts of motives—from altruism, to religious duty, to social prestige. But in common usage, “charity” encompasses all these things as long as they involve a personal voluntary sacrifice for the good of another person (as well as, perhaps, the good of the giver).

I define “charity” very broadly. Charity can be monetary or it can be nonmonetary—gifts might be of time, or even blood. Charity can be religious or secular, depending on the beliefs and tastes of the giver. It can be formal, such as a check written to the Red Cross, or informal, such as babysitting for a neighbor in need.

I use such an expansive definition of charity because I don’t want to leave anything out. The restrictions I do insist on, however, are that charity has to be consensual and beneficial. Were it not so—should the giver or receiver be forced or harmed—an exchange would be either involuntary or unbeneficial and thus hardly an expression of “affection.” It is these voluntary, beneficial,  “affectionate” acts that have the ability to transform the giver and receiver in unique and important ways.

Perhaps it helps to think of charity, as I define it, in the following way: Imagine I meet a man with no home. If he forces his way into my home against my will, this is trespassing. If I force him to stay with me against his will, this is kidnapping. But if I invite him to sleep at my house and he accepts, this is charity. This simple definition excludes lots of acts and policies—such as the incarceration of the criminally insane and the taxation of citizens to pay for public services. These might be very wise and proper things to do. But they aren’t charity.

 



How can we explain why some people are charitable, and others selfish? We could ask people to tell us themselves, and many researchers have done so.

In 2000, the main reason people offered for donating to charity was a sense of duty: About 80 percent of givers reported that they gave because “those who have more should give to those who have less.” Other common reasons for giving included feeling that the giver owed something to his or her community; because of religious obligation or belief; and simply because of being asked to give. Contrary to what cynics might believe, relatively few givers (only 20 percent) said they gave to get a tax deduction. When it comes to giving time, 96 percent of volunteers in 2000 said one of their motivations was “feeling compassion toward other people.” Other frequent reasons included giving back to one’s community, and volunteering because it was important to someone the volunteer cared about.9


So why don’t people give? Among those that did not donate any money in 2000, two-thirds said that they could not afford to.  Smaller percentages said it was because nobody asked them, or that they feared the money would be used inefficiently. Among the people who did not volunteer, the most common answer was that they had no time (55 percent). Twenty-eight percent said they were physically unable to do so. Others said they were never asked.10


Some of these excuses are almost laughable. It is hard to imagine never being asked to make a donation during an entire year—think how many fund-raising letters you receive every week in the mail. But 4 million Americans claim that this is their experience. And are 46 million Americans (about one in six people) truly physically unable to do anything—anything unpaid, that is—for anybody else?

On the other hand, “not being able to afford to give” certainly sounds like a reasonable excuse. People who don’t have money will presumably have a hard time giving it away. But this is not the problem: The working poor in America give more of their money—not less—to charity than middle class people. Indeed, not being able to afford to give is more typically an upper-income excuse: Among the people with above-average incomes who did not give charitably in 2000, a majority said that they didn’t have enough money. And they probably believed it. We live in a country in which three out of five families carry balances on their credit cards from month to month, and the average household debt for consumer items is about $18,000 (approximately half of which is credit card debt).11


I know a couple that fits the “impoverished rich” profile nicely. Cultured, highly educated people, they have a tidy combined income of more than $150,000 per year. But life is expensive: They have a large mortgage, car loans, and kids in college. When all is said and done, there is simply nothing left to give to charity—they “can’t afford to give.”12


One would not have obvious reason to suspect that this couple does not give to charity. And this is the problem with using people’s own explanations for why they give or not. People’s stated reasons for giving and not giving don’t help us predict who is charitable and who is not. However interesting, the reasons people offer don’t get us very far in our search for the true differences between generous and selfish people.

So maybe instead of asking people, we should look at them. Are there any physical characteristics that stand out to differentiate charitable and selfish people? Can we spot generous and stingy people on the street?

Yes and no. Race and ethnicity, for example, are not useful predictors of charity and selfishness. Indeed, American whites and blacks do not give and volunteer at significantly different rates when race is studied in isolation from other characteristics (such as education, income, and religion). But there are other traits, such as age and sex, that are strong predictors of giving. For instance, in 2002, a woman older than thirty was about 18 percentage points more likely than the population average to give. By the same token, a man younger than thirty was far less likely than average to give. This is hardly surprising. Young men are more likely to engage in every sort of antisocial behavior in society, from violent crime to drug abuse to—as we now see—basic selfishness. And, more important, this fact does not explain anything about broader patterns of giving. Young males represent less than 10 percent of the opulation—they are certainly not the only ones not giving.13


Ultimately, innate characteristics such as sex and age don’t get us much of anywhere in our understanding of the causes of charitable giving. And why should they? My sex and age are not the reasons I give and volunteer (or fail to do so). Rather, these  characteristics are just associated with the beliefs and behaviors that really do affect my giving. Beliefs and behaviors—this is where the real action is when it comes to charity, and they are the subjects of this book.14
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In the coming chapters, I will explain why people give and why people don’t. My explanations are based entirely on data. They are the fruit of years of analysis on the best national and international datasets available on charity, lots of computational horsepower, and the past work of dozens of scholars who have looked at various bits and pieces of the giving puzzle. My objective is to discover the facts about charity—whether they happen to conform to preconceived notions or not—as revealed by the evidence. I consider it my job to examine the data, crunch numbers, interpret results, read statistics critically and accurately, never to substitute anecdotes for evidence, and to tell you a true story.

This story has some sharp elbows, culturally and politically. Here are a couple of examples.

First, imagine two people: One goes to church every week and strongly rejects the idea that it is the government’s responsibility to redistribute income between people who have a lot of money and people who don’t. The other person never attends a house of worship, and strongly believes that the government should reduce income differences. Knowing only these things, the data tell us that the first person will be roughly twice as likely as the second to give money to charities in a given year, and will give away more than one hundred times as much money per year (as well as fifty times more to explicitly nonreligious causes).15


Or take two other people who are identical with respect to their household incomes, education, age, sex, and race. One receives assistance from the government in the form of housing support, welfare payments, or food stamps; does not belong to a house of worship; and is a single parent. The second is a working poor person (although his or her total household income is just as low as the first person’s, he or she does not receive government assistance), belongs to a house of worship, and is a married parent. According to the data, the second person will be, on average, more than seven times as likely to make a donation to charity each year.16


As these examples imply with their emphasis on faith, government, and parenthood, the evidence on giving might lead one to the conclusion that culturally traditional people—maybe even political conservatives—are the biggest givers in America today. And the data indicate that political conservatives are, on average, more personally charitable than liberals.a A startling conclusion to be sure—but that’s not the end of the story. Conservatives aren’t more charitable than liberals simply because their politics somehow make them inherently virtuous—it’s far more complicated than that. The worldview and lifestyle of charitable people are usually just more in sync with the right than they are with the left.

This book shows that four forces in modern American life are primarily responsible for making people charitable. These forces are religion, skepticism about the government in economic life, strong families, and personal entrepreneurism. It is not true that these forces are exclusive to the political right, and even less true that they are exclusive to the American Republican Party. Many   liberals are religious and have rock-solid families—and give a lot. (I grew up in an intact, religious, politically liberal family where giving was important.) But I am talking here about averages, not special cases. It is simply undeniable that today, conservative principles are most congenial to the four forces of charity. Even more, it is obvious that America’s political left has increasingly developed a reverse polarity to these forces. As a result, it is fairly natural and instinctive for most political conservatives to behave charitably. Meanwhile, people deeply embedded on the political left are usually not part of a “culture” of giving.

These are not the sorts of conclusions I ever thought I would reach when I started looking at charitable giving in graduate school, ten years ago. I have to admit that I probably would have hated what I have to say in this book. I lived in a world largely characterized by the kind of impressionistic stereotyping offered by President Carter at the beginning of this chapter. Do rich people want tax cuts? I would have told you it’s because they are uncharitable. Europeans care more than Americans about the world’s poor. Socialism is more compassionate than capitalism. And so on. My personal views about “charity” amounted to little more than unquestioned liberal political beliefs.

When I started doing research on charity, I expected to find that political liberals—who, I believed, genuinely cared more about others than conservatives did—would turn out to be the most privately charitable people. So when my early findings led to the opposite conclusion, I assumed I had made some sort of technical error. I re-ran analyses. I got new data. Nothing worked. In the end, I had no option but to change my views.

I confess the prejudices of my past here to emphasize that the findings in this book—many of which may appear conservative and support a religious, hardworking, family-oriented lifestyle— are faithful to the best available evidence, and contrary to my political and cultural roots. Indeed, the irresistible pull of empirical evidence in this book is what changed the way I see the world. It has also guided me in my personal search for the truth—not only as a teacher and researcher but also in my private life as a donor and volunteer, as a father, as a skeptical political independent, and even as a Christian. You’ll see why.

 



I know that some of my conclusions will be controversial, but that is not my purpose now, nor was it my purpose when I began this book. This book does not seek to bash all liberal causes (many of which I support), nor to promote some broad-based political agenda. Rather, the purpose here is to make the point that charity matters, and that we need to understand better what stimulates it. Charity is more than a pleasant personal characteristic, like naturally curly hair or a good singing voice. The evidence I have uncovered has convinced me that charity is important to our personal prosperity, happiness, health, and ability to express ourselves humanely. Furthermore, the policies, politics, and cultural forces that compromise the willingness and ability of people to give charitably induce a personal flaw into citizens that impoverishes them, stunts their opportunities, and has negative repercussions for our communities, our politics, and our nation. Those are the stakes, and they are the reason I wrote this book.






CHAPTER 1

IS COMPASSIONATE CONSERVATISM AN OXYMORON?


We are the Folk Song Army,
 Every one of us cares.
 We all hate poverty, war and injustice,
 Unlike the rest of you squares.


TOM LEHRER, “The Folk Song Army”1


 



 



 



Like most universities, mine is flanked by a neighborhood where a lot of students and faculty live. I walk through this neighborhood each day on my way to work. It is pleasant and relatively quiet, but far from homogeneous. The diversity of race, ethnicity, and religion is one of the reasons the university neighborhood is an interesting place.

But one way in which the neighborhood is not at all diverse is politics. Liberal political views are far more common here than they are in the general population, and this was never more obvious than during the run-up to the 2004 presidential election. The normally mellow neighborhood took on a hard edge as political bumper stickers and yard signs popped up everywhere. “Regime Change Starts at Home,” read one sign, overtly comparing President George W. Bush to the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, who had recently been ousted by American forces under a policy dubbed “regime change.” In a display of patriotic irony another exhorted: “Defend America: Defeat Bush.” By far the most common sign around town, however, was produced by a local liberal activist group. It bore the unironic slogan, “Bush Must Go! Human Need, Not Corporate Greed.”

Strident political messages are fairly unremarkable in this—or any other—university neighborhood, but one fact made these striking: New York State was uncompetitive in the 2004 election. John F. Kerry, the Democratic challenger, had led Mr. Bush by wide margins since the beginning of the campaign, and he took the state-wide election by 19 percentage points—more than a million votes. In other words, the neighbors were vigorously campaigning in what amounted to an uncontested election.

It was as if the campaigning had a purpose unrelated to the election. After all, “Human Need, Not Corporate Greed” is unlikely to win over many Republican voters. It is difficult to imagine some lost political conservative happening into the university neighborhood and, upon reading the slogans, undergoing a sudden conversion: “It’s true! Human need is more important than corporate greed—I don’t know why I never realized it before!” The real function of the signs, I believe, was to display the virtuousness  of the bearers while lambasting the selfishness of President Bush and his supporters. The signs were just one more opportunity to reinforce the stereotypes of conservative selfishness and liberal generosity.

These are, perhaps, the most common stereotypes in our modern American political discourse: The political left is compassionate and charitable toward the less fortunate, but the political right is oblivious to suffering. As I have already confessed, this stereotype once characterized my own beliefs. If you had asked me a few years ago to sum up the character of American conservatives, I would have said they were hard-headed pragmatists who were willing to throw your grandmother out into the snow to preserve some weird ideal of self-reliance. Hardworking, perhaps—but certainly not generous. In contrast, I would have told you that even though some liberal sentiments and policies were ill-conceived, they generally emanated from a fundamental sense of compassion and charity toward others.

These stereotypes are common not just among the politically uninformed; plenty of experts adhere to this worldview as well. For example, the noted linguistics scholar George Lakoff, author of the bestselling book about political discourse Don’t Think of an Elephant: Know Your Values and Frame the Debate, theorizes: “The conservative moral system ... has as its highest value preserving and defending the ‘strict father’ system.... Meanwhile, liberals’ conceptual system of the ‘nurturant parent’ has as its highest value helping individuals who need help.” That is, charity is a natural by-product of the politically progressive mindset, and it is passed on in liberal families—but not in conservative families.2


Some have even argued that conservatism stems from childhood personality problems. In 1969, for example, two psychologists  at the University of California at Berkeley evaluated one hundred Berkeley-area preschoolers. Decades later, they asked the subjects about their political opinions. The researchers found that the politically liberal young adults in this group had been the more resourceful, autonomous, expressive, and self-reliant children. In contrast, the young adults that turned into conservatives had been judged as children to be rigid, easily offended, “visibly deviant,” and susceptible to guilt feelings. Such findings might appear consistent with a psychological link between liberalism and compassion toward others—as well as a link between conservatism and selfishness.3


After the 2004 presidential election, vast regions of the country were dismissed as selfish—because they had voted Republican. An essay published by the online magazine Slate, “The Unteachable Ignorance of the Red States,” argued that conservative “red state” America is irredeemably uncharitable, but “blue state” communities, which voted in greater part for John Kerry, tend to be good and compassionate and are thus fodder for redstate predators: “The blue state citizens make the Rousseauvian mistake of thinking humans are essentially good, and so they never realize when they are about to be slugged from behind.”4


Politicians have milked these stereotypes for everything they are worth. General Wesley Clark, a Democratic candidate for president in 2004, stated it succinctly in this attack on George W. Bush: “The only charity [to which Bush has] given is ... big business and the very rich.” Mr. Bush is not the only conservative political leader labeled as personally uncharitable. Nearly twenty years after the end of his presidency, many still vilify Ronald Reagan for his supposed lack of generosity and compassion. Whether or not it is an ad hominem substitute for a substantive criticism, it is still common to hear in the mainstream  news media, as one prominent newspaper columnist stated, that Reagan was “the most antipoor, antiblack, and antidisadvantaged [president] in the latter half of the 20th century.” Shortly after Reagan’s death in 2004, the Baltimore Chronicle published an article subtly titled “Killer, Coward, Conman: Good Riddance, Gipper!” The author wrote that Reagan’s values were “union busting and a declaration of war on the poor and anyone who couldn’t buy designer dresses.” He added, “It was the New Meanness, bringing starvation back to America so that every millionaire could get another million.”5


Liberals don’t stop at accusing conservatives of simple selfishness—they accuse them of ungodly selfishness. In November 2005, John Kerry lambasted conservative policymakers for the way they “give” to some and “take” from others. And he did so in explicitly Christian terms: “There is not anywhere in the three-year ministry of Jesus Christ, anything that remotely suggests—not one miracle, not one parable, not one utterance—that says you ought to cut children’s health care or take money from the poorest people in our nation to give it to the wealthiest people in our nation.” That is, conservative lawmakers violate the basic premises of Christian charity in proposing cuts to government social welfare spending. In December 2005, Jim Wallis, the liberal Christian writer and political advocate, took this a step further in response to Republican budget cuts to social programs: “[Christian conservatives] are trading the lives of poor people for their [political] agenda. They’re being, and this is the worst insult, unbiblical.” He went on to quote Isaiah 10:1–2: “Woe unto them that decree unrighteous decrees, and that write grievousness which they have prescribed, to turn aside the needy from judgment, and to take away the right from the poor of my people, that widows may be their prey, and that they may rob the fatherless!”6


Liberals are not the only ones who accept the stereotype of conservative selfishness. Some conservatives often embrace it as well. For example, in 2000, George W. Bush, then running for the presidency, used the label “compassionate conservative” to describe his proposed approach to governance. He proposed this as an innovation—as if he were going against the grain of conservative tradition. “Like traditional conservatism,” his domestic policy advisor explained, “compassionate conservatism assumes that the marketplace is the best way to deliver value. But compassionate conservatives also recognize that the prosperity created by the marketplace has left many Americans behind and that government has a responsibility to reach out to those who are at the bottom rungs of the economic ladder.”7


Politicians on both sides cried foul. A Democratic Party spokeswoman asserted, bluntly, that “compassionate conservatism is an oxymoron.” But many conservatives rejected the idea as well: Dan Quayle, the former vice president, called the label “silly and insulting,” and “code for surrendering our values and principles.”8


 



The conventional wisdom runs like this: Liberals are charitable because they advocate government redistribution of money in the name of social justice; conservatives are uncharitable because they oppose these policies. But note the sleight of hand: Government spending, according to this logic, is a form of charity.

Let us be clear: Government spending is not charity. It is not a voluntary sacrifice by individuals. No matter how beneficial or humane it might be, no matter how necessary it is for providing public services, it is still the obligatory redistribution of tax revenues. Because government spending is not charity, sanctimonious yard signs do not prove that the bearers are charitable or  that their opponents are selfish. (On the contrary, a public attack on the integrity of those who don’t share my beliefs might more legitimately constitute evidence that I am the uncharitable one.)

To evaluate accurately the charity difference between liberals and conservatives, we must consider private, voluntary charity. How do liberals and conservatives compare in their private giving and volunteering? Beyond strident slogans and sarcastic political caricatures, what, exactly, do the data tell us?

The data tell us that the conventional wisdom is dead wrong. In most ways, political conservatives are not personally less charitable than political liberals—they are more so.

First, we must define “liberals” and “conservatives.” Most surveys ask people not just about their political party affiliation but also about their ideology. In general, about 10 percent of the population classify themselves as “very conservative”; and another 10 percent call themselves “very liberal.” About 20 percent say they are simply “liberal,” and 30 percent or so say they are “conservative.” The remaining 30 percent call themselves “moderates” or “centrists.” In this discussion, by “liberals” I mean the approximately 30 percent in the two most liberal categories, and by conservatives I mean the 40 percent or so in the two most conservative categories.

So how do liberals and conservatives compare in their charity? When it comes to giving or not giving, conservatives and liberals look a lot alike. Conservative people are a percentage point or two more likely to give money each year than liberal people, but a percentage point or so less likely to volunteer.9


But this similarity fades away when we consider average dollar amounts donated. In 2000, households headed by a conservative gave, on average, 30 percent more money to charity than households headed by a liberal ($1,600 to $1,227). This discrepancy is  not simply an artifact of income differences; on the contrary, liberal families earned an average of 6 percent more per year than conservative families, and conservative families gave more than liberal families within every income class, from poor to middle class to rich.10


If we look at party affiliation instead of ideology, the story remains largely the same. For example, registered Republicans were seven points more likely to give at least once in 2002 than registered Democrats (90 to 83 percent).11


The differences go beyond money and time. Take blood donations, for example. In 2002, conservative Americans were more likely to donate blood each year, and did so more often, than liberals. If liberals and moderates gave blood at the same rate as conservatives, the blood supply in the United States would jump by about 45 percent.12


The political stereotypes break down even further when we consider age: “Anyone who is not a socialist before age thirty has no heart, but anyone who is still a socialist after thirty has no head,” goes the old saying. And so we imagine crusty right-wing grandfathers socking their money away in trust funds while their liberal grandchildren work in soup kitchens and save the whales. But young liberals—perhaps the most vocally dissatisfied political constituency in America today—are one of the least generous demographic groups out there. In 2004, self-described liberals younger than thirty belonged to one-third fewer organizations in their communities than young conservatives. In 2002, they were 12 percent less likely to give money to charities, and one-third less likely to give blood. Liberal young Americans in 2004 were also significantly less likely than the young conservatives to express a willingness to sacrifice for their loved ones: A lower percentage said they would prefer to suffer than let a loved one  suffer, that they are not happy unless the loved one is happy, or that they would sacrifice their own wishes for those they love.13


[image: 004]

MAP 1.1 Top: Electoral Map (Kerry States in White)

Bottom: Charitable Giving, 2001 (Below-Average States in White)

The compassion of American conservatives becomes even clearer when we compare the results from the 2004 U.S. presidential election to data on how states address charity. Using Internal Revenue Service data on the percentage of household income given away in each state, we can see that the red states are more charitable than the blue states. For instance, of the twenty-five states that donated a portion of household income above the national average, twenty-four gave a majority of their popular votes to George W. Bush for president; only one gave the election to John F. Kerry. Of the twenty-five states below the 
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