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The Most Generous Nation on
Earth: Voluntaryism and
American Philanthropy

By Carl Watner

“There has always been an extraordinary impulse of Americans
to form voluntary groups and devise nongovernmental institu-
tions to serve community purposes.” For nearly four centuries
Americans have initiated countless spontaneous undertakings
to fulfill their longing for individual and social improvement—
from helping the poor and the sick to expanding the cultural and
educational horizons of people from all walks of life. The scope
of this article and the boundaries of these efforts are mapped
out by the following definitions:

“Philanthropy: love of mankind, especially as manifested
in deeds of practical beneficence.”

“Charity: benevolent feelings and actions, especially
toward those in need.”

“Voluntaryism: the doctrine that all the affairs of
mankind should be by mutual consent, or not at all.”

The principles of voluntary association and voluntary support
have always been at the heart of charitable and philanthropic
efforts in America. Our American society is so rich, so
resourceful, so complicated that it could never have been plan-
ned by any central authority. “What political power,” De Toque-
ville asked, could carry on the 'vast multitude of...undertakings
which the American citizen” participated in every day? These
voluntary endeavors have always gone far beyond the commands
of political law because true charity, true philanthropy cannot
be coerced. The record of these thousands of charitable and
philanthropic enterprises “is the story of America at its best,”
for history shows that since the European colonization of North
America, Americans have generally been the most generous
people on earth.

The chronicle of American charity and philanthropy begins in
the early 1600s, with the story of the settlers in the New England
settlement of Plymouth, and in Jamestown, Virginia. Although
the English colonists encountered forceful resistance from some
Indians, they also received assistance in learning how to plant,
fertilize, hunt and fish from such well-known Native Americans
as Pocahontas and Squanto. (In many instances, the Indians
acted in a more Christian-like manner than the actual Christian
settlers.) In most of the colonies, settlements outpaced the
organization of formal government. In the absence of statutory
law, caring for the ill, the destitute, and the disabled naturally
became the responsibility of family, friends, neighbors and the
churches. “Voluntary mutual assistance was a natural response
to the hardships of the New World.”

In the early days, churches and religious groups were the
primary vehicles providing assistance to those in need (this is
still largely the case today), but there were ‘‘numerous other
private organizations—nationality groups, fraternal societies,
social organizations, and the like” that ‘"aided the unfortunate.
Appealing to common sense and self-interest as well as compas-
sion, these bodies gave their members a sense of economic
security through mutual aid while performing charitable services
for others as well.” The traditional role of the friendly societies,
as many of these groups were known, “was the elimination of
want without the creation of dependence’ upon "‘the largess of
the wealthy or of governments.”

Mutual Aid and the Friendly Societies
The earliest of these friendly societies was the Scots Charitable

Society. It was begun by twenty-seven Scotsmen living in Boston
in 1657. According to its charter, the group was founded in order
to provide for the “relief of ourselves and any other for which
(sic) we may see cause.” It spread beyond Boston, and by 1690
had over 180 members, including several well-to-do merchants.
""Largely based on ties of common nationality in a strange land,
the Society aided its poor, provided for its sick, and buried” its
own dead. The Society became the model for countless other
groups that began during the 18th and 19th Centuries. “In 1754,
for example, fifty-four Boston Anglicans founded the Episcopal
Charitable Society of Boston, distributing charity to needy
members of the Church of England in that city. Thirteen years
later, the Charitable Irish Society of Boston was born. Soon the
German Society , and so on.” Later groups, like the Providence
Association of Ukrainian Catholics in America, or the Locomotive
Engineers Mutual Life and Accident Insurance Association, or
the Fraternal Society of the Deaf, united people sharing other
common interests.

Friendly societies, or fraternal organizations for mutual
assistance, are not unique to America, but they do offer a picture
of how Americans cared for themselves before the advent of the
welfare state. Most important of all, Americans had to rely on
the principle of voluntaryism because there was no coercive
mechanism to force every man to be his brother's keeper.
Friendly societies were strictly voluntary associations. No one
was compelled to join, nor, having joined, prevented from
leaving. Membership, however, did impose its own obligations,
and those composing the society were expected to observe its
rules and satisfy their financial and social obligations to it.

The range of responsibilities of the typical fraternal associa-
tion were probably best represented by the Constitution of the
National Fraternal Congress of America, which was founded in
1913. It was formed largely as a resuit of the consolidation of
the National Fraternal Congress and the Associated Fraternities
of America. Among its By-laws was found the following definition:

Resolved, That a Fraternal Society is an organization
working under ritual, holding regular lodge or similar
meetings, where the underlying principles are visitation of
the sick, relief of distress, burial of the dead, protection
of widows and orphans, education of the orphan, payment
of the benefit for temporary or permanent physical disabili-
ty or death, and where these principles are an obligated
duty of all members to be discharged without compensa-
tion or pecuniary reward, where the general membership
attends to the general business of the order, where a frater-
nal interest in the welfare of each other is a duty taught,
recognized, and practiced as the motive and bond of the
organization.

By 1920, about 18 million Americans belonged to some type of
mutual aid society, and at least half this number were specifically
associated with fraternal insurance societies.

There were two or three basic types of fraternal organizations.
First there were secret societies, like the Masons, the Elks, and
Odd Fellows, which specialized in the social and informal
components of mutual aid. They would help out with unexpected
sickness, pay funeral bills, build orphanages and old-age homes
for their members. The second type was the fraternal insurance
society. As their name suggests, these institutions were devoted
to providing death and disability benefits, and health insurance
to their members. But insurance was not the only service they
offered. For example, members of the Woodsmen of America
during the 1930s would help one another harvest and gather
crops, cut a winter’s supply of firewood or help replace a home
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My Father’s Bridge to the
Saturday Girls

By Ellen Graham

... (N)early 15 years ago, ... my father, Roderick Graham, retired
from his job as a meteorologist with the U.S. Weather service.
Dad and my mother, Elsie, were participating in a long-awaited
respite from the burdens of career and children-rearing. Naples
(Fla.) beckoned, with its powdery white beaches, long fishing pier
and golf courses. Then the Saturday Girls entered their {lives).

In 1978, Dad read in the paper that not a single black student
in Collier County had scored well enough on the system’s 11th
grade mastery test to graduate from high school. Aghast, he
decided to volunteer at an after-school tutoring program being
organized by the town’s black leadership. Few high school
students—but dozens of younger children—turned up. It was
bedlam, and Dad figured more could be accomplished with a
smaller group at home. He and mother invited a handful of kids
over one Saturday. Four girls soon became regulars: second-
grader Kelly Anthony, third-grader Tangela Burns, and fourth-
graders Charlene Bulger and Kendra Williams.

Though Dad didn’t know much about it at the time, they had
taken a giant step across a yawning racial divide. Whites and
blacks in town rarely mixed socially. Naples’ white population,
many of them wealthy retirees from the Midwest, reside in pastel-
tinted beachfront condos or pristine neighborhoods lush with
banyan, palm and jacaranda trees. Most of the blacks live in more
modest bungalows in a segregated neighborhood dominated by
a housing project known in ugly local parlance as “The Quarters.”

For Dad’s eager students, the hook—at least at first—was the
computer. In his years of meteorological research, Dad had used
the fastest and biggest computers available. In retirement, he’d
become enthralled with the personal computers that were just
then coming on the market. The living room of my parents’ small,
two-bedroom home was crowded with a messy network of
desktop machines.

The Saturday Girls took to computers with abandon. So on
weekdays, Dad began to forgo golf to write programs that they
could use for Saturday math, spelling and reading drills.
Unabashedly, he encouraged competition: Perfect scores on drills
merited congratulatory banners—or time off for a computer
game.

Sometimes he and mother simply read to the girls. Believing
that children could never become excited by the drivel in most
school readers, they combed second-hand bookshops searching
for quality children’s literature. My mother always prepared a
sit-down lunch. The afternoons wound up with a game of ping-
pong, or time at the piano, where Dad taught them to play his
favorite boogie-woogie tunes. The girls—all of them natural
raconteurs—liked to tell them stories, which Dad would record
on tape.

Other black children sought Dad out for help. Earl, for example,
couldn’t read. He was in high school, but had been passed along
by indifferent teachers. He showed up every week after football
practice for nearly three years until he mastered reading. He
attended college for a year and now works at the Naples hospital.
Once when my father was being wheeled into surgery, Earl

greeted him warmly, saying to all in earshot: "Hey, here’s the
man who taught me to read!”

The years went by, the Saturday Girls grew busy with teen-age
concerns and the tutoring sessions dwindled. But by then, friend-
ships had formed. Mom and Dad were invited to the girls’ softball
games, and thus became better acquainted with their families.
For my folks, these outings were more fun than the cocktail
parties and bridge games that occupied most of their elderly
neighbors.

In time, my parents met Josephine Cloud, a young black
teacher at one of the local grammar schools who was holding
after-school tutoring sessions of her own. Dad began helping out,
and finally offered to set up a computer in her fourth grade
classroom. So began his second career as a classroom volunteer.

He’d leave before 8 a.m. most days, returning late in the after-
noon. Believing that a classroom with one computer is like a
classroom with one pencil, he eventually equipped the
schoolroom with a network of 10 Commodores—purchased
piecemeal, as his pocketbook allowed. He kept turning out
home-made programs to reinforce Miss Cloud’s lessons.

Josie Cloud, by now a close friend, moved to Atlanta some time
ago. When my folks drove north to visit, they carried computers
for her new classroom in the trunk of their car. When Josie later
married an engineer from Sierra Leone, they danced at her
wedding.

I confess that | sometimes took my parents’ activities for
granted, even as they’d recount this student’s reading progress,
that one’s budding musical talent or a new technique that
seemed to be helping another learn multiplication. As for the
Saturday Girls, I followed their accomplishments as well: their
good marks in school, their top-ranked high school softball team,
their diligence at summer jobs, their college acceptances. My
parents boasted of their achievements as though they were
family, and indeed they were.

Before the girls scattered for college, Mother and Dad promised
them each $500 a year if they would remain in school. When they
left, Charlene’s mother shyly asked for lessons of her own. After
working all day as a domestic, she now comes evenings to learn
to read and write. Three years ago, for the first time, she wrote
her daughter a letter at school.

Over the years, Dad chose to go it alone—without a commis-
sion, a panel or a committee behind him. He didn't wait for
legislative mandates or government grants. Indeed, as a veteran
bureaucrat, the idea of administrative dithering still gives him
the willies. Someone with more money or a flair for promotion
might have been diverted into chasing fanfare and tax-deductible
donations. Not Dad. He was too busy teaching.

Now he’s reaping the only reward he ever sought. Twice this
month—at the age of 78—he drove to northern Florida to attend
commencement exercises, first at Bethune-Cookman College for
Charlene and then at Florida Southern College for Tangela. Seats
were limited, but the girls’ families insisted that he join them.
My mother, in poor health, cheered from home. Kendra got her
degree in marketing at Bethune last year, and recently won a
promotion at the Naples bank where she works. The last Saturday
Girl, Kelly, will graduate next year.

My parents would be the first ones to stress that the girls’
accomplishments are their own. But there was sustained effort
on both sides. Connections were made and promises kept. I like
to think that made a difference.

(Reprinted with permission of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL,
©1992, Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All rights reserved. May 11,
1992. Page A-10.) M
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