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PHILANTHROPY IN EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATIONS:
CONSCIENCE OF THE PUBLIC GOOD OR INSTRUMENT
OF CONTROL?  ILLUSTRATIONS FROM RECENT
WORLD HISTORY

Richard Glotzer1.

“...you are that the centre of something like Well’s open con-
spiracy, a freemasonry of free workers, who understand both one
another and the common purpose, and so can cooperate with a mini-
mum of organization.” - Fred Clarke to F.P. Keppel, President of
Carnegie Corporation2

Corporate philanthropy is a uniquely American phenomenon
that grew from specific social and economic circumstances at the
end of the 19th century. The impact of both major foundations and
less well known philanthropies has been enormous in the field of
Education, both domestically and internationally. This paper sketches
out the relationship between philanthropy’s domestic and interna-
tional involvements in Race Relations and Education, outlining how
this involvement makes the philanthropic enterprise an important
aspect of Historical Foundations of Education.

Corporate organization was relatively new at turn of the cen-
tury. If as corporate managers argued, the new structure permitted
business to generate public capital for expansion, it also permitted
the sheltering of wealth and the limiting of personal liability. There
was also the question of whether corporate activity and ownership
really rested with “the public”, as some claimed.3 Under Corporate
organization the prospect of perpetuating influence and power be-
yond the single life time was greatly enhanced over conventional
forms of ownership.  Philanthropic foundations organized along cor-
porate lines were subject to similar criticisms. A United States Sen-
ate committee held hearings on the subject in 1915.4 The Committee
did not press for regulation, although concerns were voiced about the
potential for those with vast resources to visit subtle political and
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social influence on the public through organized giving. By the 1930s
the unregulated (and private) nature of foundation activities was a
common theme among social critics.5 In the 1990s similar questions
are being raised about philanthropic participation in grass roots so-
cial movements. Critics on the left argue that foundation involve-
ment deflects or dilutes grass roots politics while critics on the right
argue that such movements are artificial and rely heavily on the bu-
reaucratic organization of foundations themselves.6 The principles
that guide contemporary philanthropy originates in a shift in politi-
cal theory that began in the late 19th century.

Early 20th century corporatism was intimately linked with a
new, more activist theory of government, inspired in part by the need
to resolve pressing social problems generated by economic growth
and urbanization. Inspiration also came from American social scien-
tists familiar with the new German welfare state and French educa-
tional reform. As Jeffry Lustig has written, the new theorists of po-
litical economy rejected the tenets of natural law, particularly Social
Darwinism and its corollary of absolute freedom of the market place.7

Social laws were historically derived, it was argued, and shaped by
political and social factors. As such, government was an agency which
could define and nurture national habits. This rejection of what Lustig
terms “the minimalist state”, based on the increasingly outmoded
notion of least restraint and individual liberty, still recognized the
primacy of private capital but reserved the right to regulate monopo-
lies in the interest of preserving natural competition.8 Moreover some
believed that government, led by an elite of civic minded public ser-
vants, was required to intervene in other areas as well - in fact wher-
ever such intervention improved “national habits”. It was in the area
of national habit that philanthropy could augment the efforts of gov-
ernment.

Corporate philanthropy mirrored many of these principles. Such
philanthropy was activist, led by social and economic elites of the
society, and  geared to the pursuit of goals conceived within the ex-
isting social order. The new “foundation men”, drawn from business,
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prestigious universities and government, relying on the new social
sciences, presumed to know what society needed. Thus programs
aimed at rural blacks, the white working class and indigenous peoples
in Africa and elsewhere, were often articulated by individuals closely
tied to government. Indeed, the composition of governing boards of
foundations have often served as an informal means of coordinating
the activities of government, business and philanthropic bodies.9

Managing race relations has surely been one of these activities.

Until the 1940s foundation support for Race Relations and Edu-
cational work was conservative in scope, hesitant in its moral breadth,
and entailed relatively small expenditures compared to other types of
giving.10 Most emphasis on black or “Negro Education” as it was
formally known, was directed toward developing vocationally ori-
ented education, within an existing social context of segregation,
abridged citizenship, and limited economic mobility. The dichotomy
between Booker T. Washington, proponent of “Industrial Education”
emphasizing vocational skills, good social habits, and acquiescence
to white paternalist leadership, and W.E.B. DuBois, advocate of full
equality under the law (and Liberal Arts Education), is well known.
That foundations, at least in the area of Education, supported the broad
formation of “national habits”, providing for limited advancement
while recognizing popular conceptions of racial inferiority, is a harsh
indictment that stands best for a specific period, say until the mid
1930s. Some lessor known projects of philanthropy, i.e. supporting
African and African-American students at institutions like Columbia’s
Teachers College, marked the beginnings of a strategic shift in orien-
tation. Critics like DuBois warned that this education was not neces-
sarily for liberation but instead insured that educated blacks would
become effective instruments of continuing subordination, both do-
mestically and abroad. Thus the “backwardness” of one’s people was
a white man’s burden shifted [experimentally] to black shoulders.11

This shifting of burdens was in keeping with the new politics
(and social sciences), as Woodrow Wilson, one of its important theo-
rists, established. As Wilson’s writings on the Philippines reflect,
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competition not only existed in business but between nations, and
indeed, between races.12 Leaders of an enlightened government like
the United States, held an obligation to see that immature races sub-
mitted to an apprenticeship in civilization - both at home and abroad.
For Wilson popular acquiescence to governance stemmed not from
social contract but from historical tradition (habit) underscored by
the potential use of force. These views were reflected in the perspec-
tive Wilson brought to the mandates question at the Paris Peace Con-
ference (1919).

In Wilson’s view, the concept of “Trusteeship” provided the
necessary apprenticeship for African peoples, with trustees account-
able to the League of Nations.13 That such arrangements carried no
time table or guidelines for economic relations were matters that were
conveniently ignored. As one scholar has noted, Trusteeship mod-
ernized the rationale for domination and gave imperialists a con-
science.14 If Trusteeship provided the guise for dividing old spoils in
new ways, it also helped create an environment favorable for Ameri-
can corporate philanthropy to involve itself in Britain’s Empire.15

The expansion of American philanthropy into the British Em-
pire occurred in the 1920s. Britain’s 19th century policies toward her
dependencies, requiring self sustaining economic development,
masked an economic crisis which was both circumstantial and struc-
tural. Part of the crisis was Whitehall’s resistance to rethinking poli-
cies which would better meet the changing conditions in the Domin-
ions and Colonies. The failure of the Round Table Movement, a pri-
vate effort by public men to recast the concept of Empire into an
organic whole bound by culture and mutually beneficial economic
and defensive ties, underscored the crisis of an imperial order unrav-
eling.

The Round Table Movement, originally conceptualized by Lord
Milner, made its headquarters at Chatham House, London, home of
the Royal Institute for International Affairs. Through the Institute,
Round Tablers established one of the first 20th century think tanks.
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The British Round Table stimulated the formation of similar groups
throughout the Empire although loyalists found themselves confronted
with the growth of nationalism in the Dominions and demands for
settler autonomy in the dependencies.16 The failure of the Round Table
coincided with the expansion of American philanthropies into the
Empire, in effect, the rest of the “Anglo-Saxon” world.17

In the early 1920s the Phelps-Stokes Fund, a New York based
philanthropy with experience in Southern Negro Education, spon-
sored fact finding commissions for East and West Africa. The Com-
mission reports served as a background for the preparation of a Colo-
nial Office White Paper, Education in British Tropical Africa (1925).18

This White Paper was in some measure a response to the criticisms
Britain was receiving about “native progress” in her Colonies. If
American foundations offered expertise at little cost, they also brought
a theoretical orientation toward racial and educational affairs reflect-
ing their contemporary domestic programs, which were more attuned
to conservative southern mores than black advancement. Thomas Jesse
Jones, an American “negro education expert”, wrote both Phelps
Stokes Reports. In 1917 he had authored Negro Education:A Study
of the Private and Higher Schools for Colored People in the United
States, advocating vocational rather than liberal arts training for
blacks.19

The most significant aspect of the American philanthropic in-
volvement in the 1920s and 1930s in Africa was the commitment
made to the Union of South Africa. In 1928 Carnegie Corporation set
aside $500,000 for a five year South African program. By 1940 nearly
$900,000 would be spent by the Corporation alone in South Africa,
nearly a third more than Carnegie spent in the rest of British Africa
over the same period.20

South Africa has always occupied a unique place in the Ameri-
can consciousness. In many respect the experiences of the two coun-
tries resonate with one another, a fact not lost on those intent on ce-
menting bonds between the two countries. Geography and geology
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early on gave South Africa a special strategic importance and afflu-
ence, making the Union a First World outpost in Africa. Cooperation
of a both an overt and clandestined nature over the decades have
made South Africa part of the western world, both materially and
symbolically. Disapproval of racism and the abridged system of “par-
liamentary democracy” which until recently characterized white mi-
nority rule, was minority opinion in the United States until after well
after World War II. For foundations, South Africa’s racial crisis has
always been the point of focus because of the implications for Ameri-
can race relations.21

During World War Two there was little overseas activity for
American foundations. However, the importance of domestic race
relations was heightened by black migration to America’s northern
cities. In 1937 Carnegie Corporation had engaged the Swedish econo-
mist Gunnar Myrdal to examine American race relations. His research
was also to provide a guide for philanthropic work.22 An American
Dilemma was published in 1944. Myrdal’s analysis, emphasizing
class, group status and access to opportunity, represented a departure
from foundation thinking on race.

In An American Dilemma Myrdal argued that like laissez fare
economics, laissez fare race relations could have calamitous conse-
quences. Aside from the contradiction of the United States demand-
ing military service from disenfranchised African-Americans in a war
against racially inspired fascism, it was clear that a new direction
was required for post war race relations. With An American Dilemma,
American philanthropy, with tacit governmental consent, was pub-
licly announcing a shift away from old historical traditions (national
habits) to less discriminatory national habits and social norms.

Like the United States, in South Africa the growth of domestic
industries during the war stimulated black migration to the sprawling
townships surrounding the country’s “white” cities. The Fagan Com-
mission (1946-48), advised that black urbanization could not be re-
versed. Moreover, because total segregation was impractical, laws
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which impeded the development of a stable urban workforce should
be modified or removed.23 In 1949 Carnegie Corporation sounded
out moderates about sponsoring a study of race relations and indus-
trialization, “Economic Aspects of a Multi-racial society”, in effect,
“A South African Dilemma.”24 In the end the Corporation held back,
aware of growing South African anxiety over trends in American race
relations and American interest in decolonization. Few imagined the
program of social engineering that the newly elected National Party
was about to initiate, including the British.

In post war Britain policy makers planned to shift the center of
a smaller Empire to Africa, rich in natural resources.25 Africans would
settle for better administration and more rigorous support for their
rights against settler communities, or so the thinking went. This was
a serious miscalculation on Whitehall’s part. Throughout the 1950s
Britain was faced with a continuous series of emergencies, in Africa
and elsewhere, reflecting the demands of dependent peoples for an
end to colonialism. By 1957 American foundations had began talks
with the U.K.’s Permanent Representative to the U.N. Trusteeship
Council about the preparation of emerging nations. One indirect out-
come was the formation of the Ashby Commission, charged with
studying the higher education needs of a soon to be independent Ni-
geria.26   The Ashby Commissions’ report, entitled Investment in Edu-
cation (1960) became a widely studied document for African devel-
opment.27 The Commission supported the development of new uni-
versities and social science institutes, to be funded by the Ford and
Rockefeller Foundations. American social science theories and meth-
odologies were to be brought to Africa’s new universities, in part by
American philanthropy, which would also underwrite the training of
practitioners of these theories.28

Within a decade of Nigerian independence, armed struggle en-
compassed Africa’s remaining white minority regimes. Once consid-
ered bastions of civilization on a “dark continent”, in an age of emerg-
ing nations, white settler regimes were embarrassing reminders of
colonialism. In an era of Cold War geopolitics the strategic impor-
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tance of such regimes had, however, been enhanced and the West
could ill afford to abandon them. In the 1950s and 1960s, “the Golden
Age of Apartheid”, as advocates of Separate Development saw it,
relations between American philanthropy and the South African state
reached their nadir. However, by the early 1970s,  escalating insur-
gency was making movement away from overt racism more compel-
ling.

In 1975 the Carnegie Corporation made its first South African
Project Grants since the 1950s. The following year uprisings swept
the country. Between 1976 and 1980, Carnegie expenditures in South
Africa went from $191,000 involving three programs, to over
$750,000 spread over eight programs.29 By mid 1980s the state had
acquiesced to Carnegie support for a Centre for Legal Studies, a Le-
gal Resources Trust, and a Black Education Research Trust, programs
resting the assumption that South Africa would remain a capitalist
state tied to the world economy.30

With the release of Nelson Mandela in 1991 and negotiations
leading to general elections and an interim constitution, the long term
commitment of American foundations to South Africa appears to have
been sound. It remains too early to make predictions. The degree to
which real power and resources are redistributed to the African ma-
jority will in large measure tell the tale. It remains instructive to note
that the efforts of Carnegie philanthropy, as well as the Rockefeller
and Ford philanthropies, have helped bring South Africa and Nige-
ria, Africa’s two largest, resource rich and advanced nations, firmly
into the capitalist world economy. It is not surprisingly that their re-
spective educational systems, especially at the university level, are
increasingly like our own.

This paper has sketched out some of the more far reaching in-
volvements of American Philanthropy as it relates to Educational
Foundations. Implicitly this paper asks readers to weigh the wisdom
of permitting the philanthropic enterprise to function as an informal
(and unelected) vehicle of policy implementation in a democratic
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society. How comfortable are we with having the future direction of
society set by philanthropy? And how comfortable should we be with
philanthropy augmenting the role of government, when global changes
in technology and economic organization pose new challenges for
democratic institutions? These questions should be raised by those
teaching Foundations of Education, for our students are the genera-
tion that must fully grapple with these issues.

State University of New York, Oneonta.
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