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T
he theme that unites my four concerns with 
Husock’s proposal is that of the unhealthy ten-
dency to romanticize or mythologize “the sec-


tor.” Indeed, that Husock can confi dently write about a 
“robust independent nonprofi t sector” at the beginning 
of the new millennium is a testament to the success of 
the sector creation project that arose largely as a defense 
mechanism in the latter half of the twentieth century. 
Historian Peter Dobkin Hall, a colleague of Husock’s 
at Harvard’s Hauser Center for Nonprofi t Organiza-
tions, has written extensively about how government 
challenges (largely from political conservatives) to the 
fi erce independence of large philanthropic organiza-
tions (largely demonized, by the former, as liberal) 
spurred funding of research in support of, and in the 
social construction of a nonprofi t sector.


Both the resulting research and the process of ris-
ing to the Congressional challenge actually created 
a sense of a unifi ed “sector” where before there had 
been foundations, social service organizations, arts and 
cultural organizations, and various and sundry other 
tax-exempt entities, with nothing in common other than 
corporate income tax treatment under the U.S. tax code. 
This exercise in sector building, effective as it was in 
warding off external threats, also necessarily began the 
mythologizing process. Foundations (their assets and 
decision making) could best be protected as part of 
the larger family of beloved charitable organizations, 
faith-based organizations, and democracy-promoting 
civil society organizations. Increasingly, growth rates, 
growth projections, and fi nancial impact were being 
determined for a whole sector of organizations whose 
governance independence, voluntary spirit, and com-
passion were touted as deserving of special tax treat-
ment. In the post-Soviet era, one of the United States’ 
most durable exports was the romantic notion of the 
nonprofi t sector and its civil society organizations as 
the basis for a well-lubricated capitalist democracy.


Making Monoliths Out of Molehills
The reality does not always live up to the myth. The 


U.S. reputation as a generous, charitable society (one 
that could use private largesse to substitute for public 
funding) comes out of an aggregation of specialized 
data that often ignore the exigencies of localities. In-
deed, much of the U.S. reputation for generosity comes 
from indices such as the Hudson Institute’s Index of 
Global Philanthropy which calculate foreign aid from 
both public and private sources and include, for instance, 
remittances from immigrants to their families. As has 
long been noted, Americans very generously give money 
to very personal intimate circles of reference including 
their own churches, alma maters, and pet causes. This 
argument has been forcefully made by, among others, 
Teresa Odendahl, in her 1990 book, Charity Begins at 
Home: Generosity and Self Interest Among the Phil-
anthropic Elite. Odendahl argues that elite nonprofi t 
institutions, including the alma maters, museums, think 
tanks, and other playgrounds of the rich and famous, 
receive almost two-thirds of all philanthropic dollars. 
If we take this together with Giving USA’s consistent 
fi nding that almost half of all individual giving (the 
single largest component of private giving in the United 
States) goes to individuals’ churches and congrega-
tions, we can fairly confi dently suggest that American 
generosity towards “others” has its limits.


There are geographic limits to generosity. Geogra-
pher Julian Wolpert estimates that 90 percent of present 
charitable contributions are raised and distributed lo-
cally. Further, decades of work by sector geographers 
(including Wolpert), have shown time and again that 
Americans are not everywhere as generous as myth 
would have us believe. Wolpert has repeatedly docu-
mented Midwestern generosity in contradistinction to 
Yankee and southern stinginess in relation to other-
regarding charity. Although its methodology has been 
repeatedly questioned (see, for example, Havens and 
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Schervish, 2005), the Catalogue for Philanthropy’s 
Generosity Index has brought IRS data to bear on the 
issue of sizable differences in generosity by state. Abzug 
and Turnheim found support for the idea that nonprofi t 
organizations, rather than following need geographically, 
tend to follow donor dollars—leaving resource-poor 
neighborhoods exposed. Empirical research has dem-
onstrated that different philanthropic cultures arise in 
different U.S. locales and that charitable generosity, and 
even nonprofi t existence, is locally variable. Asking the 
private nonprofi t sector to take over U.S. social services 
is practically inviting even greater variability in quality 
and quantity of such services than exists currently.


Husock rightly worries that the threat of punishment 
at the polls is a weak deterrent to lax governmental 
oversight of publicly funded 
services. He claims that dis-
missal of an executive director 
by a chastened public offi cial 
is not altogether different from 
a dismissal by the board of 
directors. And yet, state charity 
bureaus and activist attorney 
generals have been among the 
few effective checks on the self-
governance of the nonprofit 
sector and have often acted 
when board oversight failed. 
Nonprofi t sector theorists/real-
ists consistently decry the lack 
of accountability inherent in the self-perpetuating 
boards that practically defi ne the sector. The Senate Fi-
nance Committee would have never gotten so interested 
in nonprofi t self-governance had these self-perpetuat-
ing boards been more effective in preventing terrifi c 
(though not necessarily rampant) abuses. Further, the 
new wealth coming into the sector does not necessar-
ily give us reason to expect greater sectoral account-
ability into the future, given the fact that the wealth is 
unevenly distributed among a disproportionate share 
of hugely wealthy individuals and companies. History 
and present conditions, in fact, suggest that foundations 
(even the newest and wealthiest) have been historically 
untouchable from a societal accountability standpoint. 
That three Gates direct the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation, for example, should remind us that con-
trol is not often widely nor democratically spread out 
in the philanthropic sector—family foundations are a 
testament to this. Public accountability has never been 


a particular strength of the nonprofi t and philanthropic 
sector. If that changes, it will likely be as a result of 
more governmental attention, not less.


Attracting the Best and Brightest
Husock’s rose-colored glasses likely shine the 


brightest during his presentation of the case that an 
expanded sector would likely attract (more) commit-
ted employees and volunteers. Consistently, one of the 
biggest problems facing (most) organizations of the 
nonprofi t sector has been attracting and retaining any
employees, much less the best and the brightest. This 
is largely, though not wholly, an issue of sectoral eco-
nomics. Nonprofi t organizations, dependent upon the 
tastes of philanthropic organizations and individuals, 


have had a distinctly dreadful 
time convincing funders of the 
importance of administrative 
costs out of which staff are paid. 
Philanthropy has demonstrated 
great support for short-term 
programmatic needs, but few in-
dividuals and foundations want 
to hear that any part of their 
donated dollars is going into ad-
ministrative budgets. One could 
plausibly argue, instead, that the 
little movement that has been 
made to stabilize staffi ng (and 
staff) in nonprofits has come 


by way of the relative predictability of government 
contracting. Couple this enduring nonprofi t human 
resource predicament with dire warnings of a coming 
crisis of nonprofi t leadership—some studies (see, for 
example, Kunreuther, 2005, and Birdsell and Muzzio, 
2003) suggest that half of the baby-boomer nonprofi t 
executive directors will be retiring within fi ve years 
in some cities—and anyone would be hard-pressed to 
remain optimistic that the staffi ng picture in the sector 
will improve if government moves out.


As a fi nal reality check on Husock’s vision, we need 
to revisit the notion of the possibility of an “indepen-
dent” social service sector. Certainly if every organiza-
tion in the nonprofi t sector were able to make “a go” 
of social enterprises, they might achieve true fi nancial 
independence. The reality is that the nonprofi t form 
dominates in some fi elds because market failures make 
for-profi t activity there impossible or dangerous (to 
unsuspecting consumers, at any rate). Some nonprofi t 
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activity will be nearly impossible to marketize and will 
remain dependent upon funding from third parties (not 
consumers). The question will resort back to whether 
dependency on the government is any worse for the 
organizations, their benefi ciaries, and/or society as a 
whole, than dependency upon the whims and fancies 
of the monied publics. In a completely privately funded 
system, what happens when your charity is no longer in 
vogue? If the funding is diverted, does the need disap-
pear? As poet Gwendolyn Brooks, in her poem “The 
Lovers of the Poor” reminds us, 


Their guild is giving money to the poor.
The worthy poor. The very very worthy
And beautiful poor. Perhaps just not too swarthy?


Will cycles of poverty be broken if the government 
is replaced by Lady Bountiful? What happens when 
Lady Bountiful decides, this year, to go to the Arts Ball 
rather than the soup kitchen fundraiser? Government 
funding may not be glamorous, and it certainly is not 
a sure bet over time and electoral cycles, but it is still 
relatively more democratically distributed and more 
plentiful than private charity.


What Kind of Nonprofi t Sector?
Given my reservations, I would argue that societal 


decision makers should begin to explore and even 
implement some of Husock’s proposals. I would love 
to see a nonprofi t stock market as Husock describes it, 
and I believe that many nonprofi t organizations have 
become too dependent on government monies for their 
own consistent health and well-being. The societal 
good may indeed be increased when some—but not 
all—nonprofi ts gradually wean themselves off the 
government till. That having been said, however, I 
would push in a different Husockian direction. While 
government and nonprofi ts do their delicate balancing 
act, there still remains much room for business and, 
especially, social enterprise to experiment with com-
bining profi t-making and societal service (once market 
failure issues are properly addressed). This could be 
done relatively independently of government and its 


resources, or it, too, could be partly publicly fi nanced 
(as many businesses—through tax incentives and the 
like—are). In the spirit of experimentation, I would 
shift government’s attention to the tax revenue oppor-
tunities inherent in business social enterprise before I 
would take the chances inherent in cutting the public 
funding of the very social services upon which under-
represented populations depend and for which private 
nonprofi t organizations have not always adequately 
and equitably provided.
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