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The Soul of Humankind under Philanthropic Capitalism


Just a few years apart but on each side of the Atlantic, two essays on inequality and philanthropy were published. The first, published in 1889 by the enormously rich American businessman Andrew Carnegie, was entitled “Gospel of Wealth” and was addressed to the rich and mighty. The second was by the Irish poet and writer Oscar Wilde, who in 1891 published “The Soul of Man under Socialism” as an indictment of private property. The first essay is constantly and positively mentioned and cited in today’s talk of a philanthropic capitalism. The second one is hardly ever noticed, but that is the one of the two that speaks the truth.


Carnegie’s “Gospel of Wealth” is basically a reflection on how to sustain inequality in a time of socialist and anarchist threat to private property. It is an instalment of feudal-like social relations in an age of individualism. “The problem of our age”, he starts the essay, “is the proper administration of wealth, so that the ties of brotherhood may still bind together the rich and poor in harmonious relationship.” (Carnegie 2006, 1) The condition of inequality is taken for granted, it is even taken as a measure of civilization, and the question is therefore, how the rich are to relate to and paternalistically help the poor. Capitalist competition that condemns the many to a precarious existence and rewards the few “is best for the race, because it ensures the survival of the fittest in every department.” (Ibid., 3) He then enlists all his readers – or just the very rich? – by saying: “We accept and welcome therefore, as conditions to which we must accommodate ourselves, great inequality of environment, the concentration of business, industrial and commercial, in the hands of a few, and the law of competition between these, as being not only beneficial, but essential for the future progress of the race.” (Ibid.) One gets the feeling that these are sentiments of inequality’s virtues rather than the philanthropic thoughts that are the real appeal to present-day philanthropists.


The immediate reason for the essay is not really the plight of the poor but the threat from “the Socialist and Anarchist who seeks to overturn present conditions”, threats which attack “the sacredness of property [on which] civilization itself depends – the right of the laborer to his hundred dollars in the savings-bank, and equally the legal right of the millionaire to his millions.” (Ibid., 4) Therefore, inequality is not bad in itself. It is a sign of progress and civilization as well as the reward to “those who have the ability and energy” to accumulate riches (Ibid.). The deservedly rich have a number of ways of administering their wealth and Carnegie heaps scorn on giving it away after one’s death either to relatives or to public purposes:




There remains, then, only one mode of using great fortunes; but in this we have the true antidote for the temporary unequal distribution of wealth, the reconciliation of the rich and the poor – a reign of harmony – another ideal, differing, indeed, from that of the Communist in requiring only the further evolution of existing conditions, not the total overthrow of our civilization. (Ibid., 8)





Carnegie’s idea is basically a re-feudalization, a social hierarchy that he earlier in the essay had lamented is no longer possible to exercise in the great industrial plants. Now, it re-emerges as ‘help to the poor’. The dichotomization of the social is taken as a given, no value is bestowed on redistribution, and the wealthy giver is cast as the only one able to properly understand and administer the common good:




Under its sway, we shall have an ideal state, in which the surplus wealth of the few will become, in the best sense, the property of the many, because administered for the common good, and this wealth, passing through the hands of the few, can be a much more potent force for the elevation of our race than if it had been distributed in small sums to the people themselves. (Ibid.)





Redistribution would just mean a squandering of money, spent on the usual indulgencies and excesses of the poor. No, better to spend the money on museums, parks, libraries and the like (still a dominant way of ‘charity’ but one looked uneasily upon by the philanthropic capitalists who we are to describe below). This kind of philanthropic activity locks in economic and social inequality. The millionaire has “superior wisdom, experience, and ability to administer, doing for [the poor] better than they would or could do for themselves.” (Ibid. 10) He is installed, like the feudal lord, as a “trustee for the poor.” (Ibid., 12) Today, one cannot speak this neo-feudal language explicitly, but I will argue hereunder that the same juggling between economic and social inequality is what is at stake in philanthropic capitalism.


Perhaps Oscar Wilde had read Carnegie’s essay. It appeared in the English Pall Mall Gazette shortly after its American printing, and Wilde’s piece is a perfect antidote to the benign paternalism of Carnegie, inspired as it is by the very same political ideas that Carnegie defined his position against. Wilde acknowledges how people “with admirable though misdirected intentions […] very seriously and very sentimentally set themselves the task of remedying the evils that they see. But their remedies do not cure the disease: they merely prolong it. Indeed, their remedies are part of the disease.” (Wilde 1904, 4-5) The latter comment will be part of the argument throughout this book. Rather than alleviate – or entertain, as in the case of Carnegie – the poor, the “proper aim is to try and reconstruct society on such a basis that poverty will be impossible. And the altruistic virtues have really prevented the carrying out of this aim.” (Ibid., 5) Their altruistic activities and understanding serve as a way to blind themselves as to the causes of poverty as well as to blind and pacify those reserving the help:




Just as the worst slave-owners were those who were kind to their slaves, and so prevented the horror of the system being realized by those who suffered from it, and understood by those who contemplated it, so, in the present state of things in England, the people who do most harm are the people who try to do most good. (Ibid)





The poor, Wilde says, take charity “to be a ridiculously inadequate mode of partial restitution, or a sentimental dole, usually accompanied by some impertinent attempt on the part of the sentimentalist to tyrannize over their private lives” (Ibid., 10-11); something easily recognizable today in both charity and welfare systems. It is “both immoral and unfair” (Ibid., 6) to help the poor with wealth gained from a system dependent upon the unequal position of people, but it is even worse to expect gratitude from people ‘helped’. “We are often told”, he says, “that the poor are grateful for charity. Some of them are no doubt, but the best amongst the poor are never grateful. They are ungrateful, discontented, disobedient, and rebellious.” (Ibid., 10) It is that attitude to philanthropic capitalism that we will try to use and cultivate in the chapters to follow; a shedding of, not exactly gratitude, but praise of the philanthropists; a disobedience to the celebration of the rich helping the poor; and with that a realignment of the battle lines between the rich and the rest, and between the present system and the solution.


What to make, for instance, of Jeffrey Sachs speaking out in favor of the bottom one billion of the population forgotten by the constant top-X lists of the world’s richest/most influential …(Sachs 2007; on Sachs see Klein 2007; Munk 2013; Wilson 2014a) Seemingly welcome attention. Making the case for a “Forbes One Billion” of the poor, we get a glimpse into the skewed attention of philanthropic capitalists. Sachs rightly says that if “journalists spent as much time studying the lives of the poor as they do gazing at the rich, it would help us all keep our heads on straight. We would marvel at a world economy strange enough to sustain such gaps” between rich and poor. All good and true, but then he continues: “We’d learn not to blame the rich for the poverty of the poor, but we’d also learn not to blame the poor themselves. Blame is a primitive response.” Is it really? In a world of such glaring inequalities and injustices, is blame really inappropriate? Leaving aside the thorny question of not blaming the poor – thereby taking away all their agency and responsibility – and just concentrating on the rich, why shouldn’t we all blame them for not only profiting from but actively helping to sustain the world such as it is? Ok then, if blame, meaning responsibility, is not the way forward, then what is: “Entrepreneurship is a much better one. The Forbes 400 could do an amazing job to help The Forbes One Billion into the world economy.” There it is; the identified and named 400 to help the unidentified anonymous mass of poor people. Inequality doubled. Not only do the 400 own more than the one billion, now they must also suffer the indignity of having Sachs proclaiming the few the saviors of the many.


The ‘no blame’ game continues: “Americans learn from The Forbes 400 that the rich by and large didn’t make it by monopolies, inheritance or government largesse. They were often very creative, very hardworking and extremely lucky in riding the crest of globalization, finance and information technologies.” So, no questioning the system or its profiteers. Lucrative tax breaks, odious speculation, questionable business methods, crime and corruption apparently had nothing to do with today’s super-rich. We should also, Sachs says, learn from the Forbes One Billion that the poor and the African governments are not to blame. Rather, the blame is on “soils depleted of nutrients, lack of infrastructure, malaria and drought. The Forbes One Billion will help us to see extreme poverty as a global anomaly often resulting from extremes of geography as well as extremes of historical bad luck.” The impersonal forces of geography and bad luck rather than trade agreements, predatory lending, structural adjustment programs, corruption, neoliberalism etc. are why some people are poor, while individual entrepreneurship and creativity is the reason why very few people are extremely rich.


“Now, what if Forbes can also arrange for the Forbes billionaires to meet the Forbes One Billion?” The super-rich are the solution, not the problem obviously. The way Sachs describes the billionaire philanthropists, one should think that no one else has ever taken up the plight of the poor, least of all the poor themselves. “Bill Gates is today’s Rockefeller, taking on AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria in hand-to-hand combat with new drugs, new vaccines, new diagnostics, new delivery system.” Gates is out there alone in hand-to-hand combat with the symptoms of poverty. No one else apparently, no governments, NGOs, church groups, activists, community organizations or suchlike, prompting Sachs to ask: “Who else will take up the antipoverty challenge? There are life-and-death problems to occupy the best of the world’s creative minds.”


To think that the world’s creative minds are exclusively or even predominantly to be found in private business or among the super-rich is incredible. To expect change that will transform the condition of inequality of today’s capitalist system coming from the ones gaining most from that system is even harder to fathom. To think that is to be the contemporary equivalent of the apologist for slavery who references the good-hearted slave owner and who implores the slaves to not rebel but wait for the accumulated goodness of their slave master to bring some small benefits.


“The true triumph”, Slavoj Žižek says (2014, 180), “is not victory over the enemy; it occurs when the enemy itself starts to use your language, so that your ideas form the foundation of the entire field.” But that is also a time to be vigilant and to not let mere words deceive.
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From Absurd to Ethical: What is Philanthropic Capitalism?


In the spring of 2010 four Danish youths started an enterprise called ‘Initiative for Life’ where one can buy a student’s cap. The proceeds go to educate Ethiopian children, and on their website www.initiativforliv.dk they write: “When you buy Initiative for Life’s cap you not only get a good price but also a good conscience.” The project is supported by Save the Children, and what is of interest here is the blending of sales and charity, the good price and the good conscience. This is but one small example of a contemporary trend to de-differentiate capitalism and charity, increasingly summarized under the label philanthropic capitalism.


Philanthropic capitalism is the idea that capitalism is or can be charitable in and of itself. The claim is that capitalist mechanisms are superior to all others (especially the state) when it comes to not only creating economic but also human progress; that the market and market actors are or should be made the prime creators of the good society; that capitalism is not the problem but the solution to all the major problems in the world; that the best thing to do is to extend the market to hitherto private or state processes; and, finally, that there is no conflict between the rich and the poor, but that the rich is rather the poor’s best and possibly only friend.


This is why Slavoj Žižek quite provocatively talks of the “liberal communists of Porto Davos”, that is a fusion of capitalists and left-wing radicals, a fusion of the summits in Davos and Porto Alegre which are different but represent not so different expressions and celebrations of a new post-national, post-bureaucratic, post-state constellation which they both think usher in a new ‘smart’ era where smart “means dynamic and nomadic against centralized bureaucracy; dialogue and cooperation against central authority; flexibility against routine; culture and knowledge against old industrial production; and spontaneous interaction against fixed hierarchy.” (Žižek 2006)


One can interpret philanthropic capitalism as the latest version of the modern era anti-revolutionary, pro-capitalist claims that a rebellion against capitalism will only end in misery and that there is actually no opposition between the market and the good. In the 1990s, the dominant versions of this anti-revolutionary claim were Francis Fukuyama’s thesis of liberal-democratic capitalism as the last good idea and the hype of a high-tech, net-based ‘crisis free’ economy (Frank 2000). Both claims quickly lost persuasive force. The IT-bubble crashed at the beginning of 2000 and the movement critical of globalization seriously questioned whether the ‘G8 World Order’ was the only world possible. It seems, therefore, fair to interpret the enormous attention to and hope in philanthropic capitalism as an attempt to close the deficit of legitimacy of contemporary ‘flexible capitalism’ where some get ever more but even more get so much less; a development not halted but rather accelerated by the 2008 financial crisis.
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