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In the tradition of Western ethical thought, “charity” refers to two ideas. Although now distinguishable, they are historically connected. The first is an attitude: the attitude of selfless love which is treated in the Christian tradition as the most fundamental of the virtues. The second is a kind of action: the action of rendering material assistance to those who need it. Derivative from this second idea is the current use of “a charity” to refer to an organization through which such assistance is coordinated. 

Core questions about charity discussed within philosophical ethics include questions about its scope, proper aims, justification and merit, its obligatoriness, and its relation to other ethical ideals with which it can seem to be in competition – ideals such as justice, self-realization and relationships of special attachment. These questions are discussed below, after an introductory discussion of the concept of charity itself. There are also important ethical questions concerning the operation of charitable organizations: those are discussed in the article AID, ETHICS OF.
§1  The Concept of Charity

History of the Concept
“Charity” comes into the English language as a rendering of the Latin caritas, which is in turn a translation of Greek term agape as used in the New Testament. Greek thought about love contrasts agape with eros, where the latter signifies a desire for possession. The English word “erotic” now relates solely to sexual desire; the original Greek concept was broader. Thus, for the early Christians, the highest form of eros is the desire to be united with God – a desire to possess the divine nature. In contrast, agape is thought of as giving oneself to what one loves, rather than as aspiring to take what one loves for one’s own possession (see LOVE). Christian agape or charity has three main manifestations: as God’s love of man, as man’s reciprocal love of God, and as the unselfish love of one’s fellow man. These are seen, in their ideal form, as three aspects of a single state. The Christian expresses his love of God through the love of his fellow man, thereby both reciprocating and participating in God’s love of man. Charity can thus be thought of as a virtue of universal love, as self-giving – reaching outwards to participate in a state that is both reciprocal and shared (see EARLY CHRISTIAN ETHICS; RELIGIOUS, MORAL AND INTELLECTUAL VIRTUES).

The central contrast between forms of love that are desires for possession by the self and those that reach outwards beyond the self is not distinctive of Christianity. For example, this aspect of charity seems to be shared by the Islamic concept of mahabba, in which the service of others is seen as a struggle against the self, Mohism’s jian ai (universal love), and Buddhist compassion. However, what does seem distinctive of the Christian idea is its conception of charity as a way of participating in divine love. Moreover, in Buddhist compassion, the aspiration is not so much towards the giving of one’s self to others as towards the dissolution of the self altogether. 

The practical expression of charity through philanthropic action was seen as a striking feature of Christian communities from the time of their first establishment. As the institutional structure of the Christian church developed, an emphasis was given to the formal organization of charitable activity, at first through the appointment of deacons (from the Greek diakonos, “helper”), and then from the fourth century through the establishment of hospitals. Medieval hospitals sought to provide care to the destitute (especially widows and orphans) as well as the sick and dying – a care which included material assistance, but whose primary aim was the provision of spiritual support. This continued to be the case as hospitals and other forms of institutional charity progressively passed from the control of church to state from the Reformation period onwards. It is only in the eighteenth century, with the growth of Enlightenment ideals concerning the rational shaping of society, that poverty and ill health really began to be seen as aberrant states demanding eradication rather than as permanent features of the human condition that call for a loving response (and indeed, in Christian thought, that are themselves ennobling) (see CARE ETHICS).

By the mid-twentieth century, the provision of material support for the welfare of the sick, the unemployed and the elderly came to be regarded as a core function of government across the developed world, supported by compulsory taxation. Alongside this, a wide range of humanitarian organizations have come into being with the aim of meeting needs that are not addressed by government welfare provision. The model for modern international humanitarian organizations was created by Henri Dunant in 1863 with the foundation of what has become the International Movement of the Red Cross and Red Crescent. 
The Contemporary Concept

Today, most English-speakers (including most Christians) are likelier to talk of giving to charity than giving from charity. What is given is a material resource – normally money, but perhaps other goods, or labour. Relatedly, we use the word to refer to the activity of making such donations. So “charity” has come to refer to beneficent activity itself – and not just almsgiving to the poor, but material support for a wide range of other “good causes”, including the arts, education, medical research and environmental activism – rather than to a state the giver aspires to, of which such activity is the practical expression. A remnant of the Christian concept still in popular use is the idea of a charitable interpretation of the motives (or arguments) of others, where this involves a generous-spirited disposition to think well of them (see GENEROSITY).


To some critics, the phrase “giving to charity” is revealing. They detect in it a generic concern for the doing of good deeds, and thus ultimately for boosting one’s own self-conception as a good person, rather than a genuine concern for the good of others. This and other criticisms are discussed below. 

Part of the contemporary concept of charity is that it is something to which one does not have a right, and thus that it is to be contrasted with what one can claim as a matter of justice (see RIGHTS; JUSTICE). It is less clear whether it is part of the concept of charity that it is supererogatory – that is, that acting charitably is morally meritorious, but not doing so is not morally wrong (see SUPEREROGATION). It may seem tempting to say this when reflecting on the fact that if I give money to a beggar (or offer him a meal) that is an act of charity, but if I push you out of the path of a car that is about to hit you, that is not – it would be a misuse of the word “charity” (in its current meaning) to apply it to the latter case. However, it does not seem to be a misuse of the word to claim that a rich person who never gives anything to charity behaves morally wrongly. That claim might be disputed, but would not involve a confusion about the meaning of the word. This suggests that it is not part of the concept that charity is supererogatory. There does seem a tendency in ordinary discourse to use the word “charity” primarily of supererogatory actions; but it is doubtful whether a neat set of necessary and sufficient conditions can be given for its correct use.
§2  The Case for Charity

The case for providing material help to people who need it is simple. It is that other people’s welfare is important: something we have a reason to further. The worse off they are, the stronger that reason is. Whether or not a person has a right to receive needed resources from me, there is a further reason to provide them. The reason is one of beneficence – simply that it furthers others’ welfare. 

Moreover, some forms of beneficent action seem clearly to be morally required. As Singer (1972) points out, if someone right in front of you desperately needs help you could easily provide – a drowning child needs to be pulled out of a pond, in his example – the failure to help is morally wrong. However (he continues), modern charitable organizations enable us to meet the desperate needs of others elsewhere in the world at small monetary cost. The fact that the beneficiaries are not right in front of you is morally irrelevant; so unless there is some other morally relevant difference, there is a similar moral requirement to contribute money to charity. Failing to help is morally wrong; and giving further help will continue to be morally required until the cost of helping becomes significant – significant enough to excuse the failure to perform a direct life-saving action.

This argument raises many issues. Some concern the interpretation of its conclusion. Does it require me to give away my resources until the cost to me of helping one more individual is significant, or until the overall cost to me of my efforts to meet others’ needs is significant? And how should we quantify a “significant” cost? Some concern its empirical assumptions. Questions can be raised about the efficacy of humanitarian aid organizations and about the effect of my own action of donating money to them (see AID, ETHICS OF; GLOBAL POVERTY; WORLD HUNGER). More fundamentally, it is sometimes objected that the directness of my relationship to needy people is relevant to the seriousness of the reason there is for me to help them, in a way that undermines the argument (see DISTANCE, MORAL RELEVANCE OF).

These questions of detail are important. However, when we take a broader view of this simple argument, it can be seen as articulating a thought which has appeared frequently in the history of moral reflection. This is that a proper appreciation of the reality of other people’s material need calls on us to use our own superfluous resources for their benefit. Developing this thought fully requires three things. The first is to give an account of the distinction between what is and is not superfluous. One way in which this has often been done is by distinguishing between what is truly good for a person – the things that really make her life go better for her – and those material luxuries that excite our desires but the possession of which does not make us genuinely better off. Another is by distinguishing between those pleasures in material possession which rely on morally dubious thoughts about the status conferred by ownership, and those that do not. Having drawn such a distinction, the second task is to spell out the argument for a requirement to forgo luxuries. This argument is typically some version of the one described above – one that appeals to a requirement of beneficence to address others’ severe needs when the cost to oneself is comparatively trivial. The third task, less often carefully addressed, is to present an argument for the acceptability of spending resources on my own true welfare when I could devote them instead to addressing the greater needs of others. One strategy of argument sometimes proposed for this purpose appeals to the presuppositions of beneficence itself: if others’ welfare is a source of requirements on me to help them, my own true welfare must be something that morality permits me to pursue for myself. But whether there is a sound version of this argument is controversial.

An argument of this kind for giving away superfluous goods to the needy yields a moral requirement that is indeterminate, in two ways: neither the particular kind of beneficent action, nor the recipient, is specified. In these two respects, the requirement is an “imperfect duty” (see PERFECT AND IMPERFECT DUTIES). Those who claim that duties of beneficence are imperfect often have in mind a third, different kind of indeterminacy: an indeterminacy in how much of my own resources I should devote to helping others. Notice, however, that this further claim stands in need of a separate grounding; for it is inconsistent with the idea that I am required to give away anything that does not conduce to my true welfare. One common thought is that this grounding can be found in Kant’s view that the fundamental requirement of beneficence is to make others’ welfare one of our ends, leaving open many possible ways of combining this with our other ends.
§3  The Case against Charity
One of the most persistent and important objections that has traditionally been raised in connection with charity is not an objection to the practice of charity as such but to the domain that is claimed for it. To think of a beneficent action as charitable is to think that the beneficiary has no right to it, and thus that it meets no claim of justice. A first complaint, then, is that in thinking of the meeting of others’ needs as “charity”, we are all too often ignoring claims of justice – priding ourselves on our good-heartedness towards those who are worse off than us while contentedly upholding the injustices through which their deprivation occurs. This objection can be traced back at least as far as the mid-seventeenth-century “Levellers”, and since then through Kant (who is emphatic on this point), to contemporary writers such as Allen Buchanan and Thomas Pogge.

If this were merely a matter of moral misclassification – if the complaint did not concern what should be done, but only how it should be described – then it would not be important. The reason it is important is that ignoring your rights is itself a form of mistreatment of you. If I treat my slaves magnanimously, I am still subjecting them to a deep insult in ignoring their right to be treated as my equals. To the extent that current deprivation is the result of unjust social structures, thinking of the redress of that deprivation as a matter of charity can perpetrate a similar insult.

But complaints of this kind must be handled carefully. If social and economic structures are unjust, then justice requires us, as a society, to rectify them.  However, this leaves the further question of what I, as an individual, ought to be doing about the deprivation that currently exists through unrectified injustice. It is a coherent view that, although many individuals’ rights are violated through the social structures that cause their deprivation, no individual has a right against me that I provide him with material assistance. One might then hold that we collectively are required by justice to meet the rights of the poor to the protection of their welfare, but that when those rights are as yet unmet, there remain reasons for me to help as a matter of charity.

According to a further set of objections, charity is itself bad. It embodies morally corrupt attitudes towards oneself, towards those on whom it is conferred, or both. In Night, Elie Wiesel tells of his efforts to persuade an elegant Parisienne to stop throwing coins over the side of the ship at Aden to watch children fighting for them on the dockside below. Her reply is: “I like to give charity.” Four of the recurrent objections to charity are illustrated by this: that it is self-indulgent, being directed towards the service of one’s own feelings; that its spirit is one of self-satisfaction, in priding oneself on one’s own magnanimity; that it is self-aggrandizing, in parading one’s own high status; and, worst, that it expresses contempt for its recipient. Indeed, following Nietzsche, one might hold that there is an intimate connection between pity and contempt, and that to be treated as the object of another’s pity is to be treated as his inferior. In the Nietschean perspective, what is wrong with charity is not that it is self-aggrandizing, but that it is dishonest and perverse: it involves the unhealthy attempt to raise one’s self-esteem by parading one’s supposed selflessness. Related to this is Emerson’s objection to charity as inauthentic:
do not tell me, as a good man did to-day, of my obligation to put all poor men in good situations. Are they my poor? I tell thee, thou foolish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, the cent I give to such men as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong…. though I confess with shame I sometimes succumb and give the dollar, it is a wicked dollar, which by and by I shall have the manhood to withhold.

A connected complaint is that professions of compassion for others are insincere and canting – part of a “universal syllabub of philanthropic twaddle”, as Carlyle put it. 


These objections should not be lightly dismissed. But in addressing them, it seems important to distinguish two issues. One is whether they give us grounds to question the case for charitable action – a case deriving from requirements of beneficence. Certainly, Emerson is rejecting that case, with his rival ethic of self-authenticity: he denies that the welfare of those who lack a special connection to me is something I have a reason to be concerned about. Nietzsche obviously rejects it too, with his rival ethic of strength and domination. If they are right, then we should be Nietzscheans or Emersonians, and reject the view that there are reasons of beneficence with universal scope. But if they are wrong, a second, more personal issue is raised by these objections. It is the issue of how action that is avowedly altruistic can avoid becoming an expression of our own self-esteem, and of our own superiority to those we are claiming to help. Some of the most strident critics of the contemporary charity industry document the ways in which it can be demeaning towards those whose need it targets (Maren 1997); it is important that aid agencies and those of us who support them take those criticisms seriously. 
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