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AMERICA THE CHARITY CASE

by Sonya Michel
Americans are currently witnessing—and participating in--an unprecedented outpouring of charity. From the U.S. Open, where Serena Williams (wearing $40,000 worth of ear bling) made a courtside pledge to donate $100 to hurricane relief for every ace she served through the end of the year, to the glittering string of all-star telethons, featuring the likes of Hilary Swank, Sean Penn, Jay Leno, Ellen De Generes, Wynton Marsalis, Bette Midler, and Master P, to the kids in Bethesda assembling a truckload of backpacks loaded with back-to-school items, Americans at every level and in every part of the nation have been mobilizing to help fellow citizens who were wiped out, first by Hurricane Katrina, and now by her evil sister Rita. 

Even two former presidents have gotten into the act: several days after Katrina smacked into the Gulf coast, President Bush appointed his father and Bill Clinton to head up a fundraising campaign, and Bush himself took time out of his busy schedule (no snickering, please) to walk across the street from the White House to where the Red Cross is conveniently located, and personally congratulate the venerable organization for its efforts.
Philanthropies and community groups have not been the only ones to make donations. Countless corporations and businesses, large and small, have also answered the call, whether it was Walmart, attempting to deliver truckloads of water to thirsty evacuees, or local diners providing sandwiches and coffee to rescuers as well as victims, or entertainment giants like NBC and Warner Music, joining with Habitat for Humanity to turn Rockefeller Center in New York City into a construction site for temporary housing for the hurricane homeless.

Nor is hurricane relief strictly a domestic affair. Offers of assistance have come in from around the world—from Europe, Qatar, Mexico, and even Cuba, some of which the U.S. has accepted, others of which were turned away 


What does it mean when the wealthiest nation on earth holds out a tin cup to collect funds for hurricane relief? When the leader of that nation, with the world’s largest military and a score of domestic agencies at his command, endorses private, not public, assistance for one of the greatest disasters in its history? Does it mean that the U.S. has really become “a charity case,” or rather, does it signal that there is something drastically askew in the way that our national resources are being organized and distributed? 

I would argue that the second is true—that Katrina has exposed some disturbing weaknesses in our society—not only in the levee system in New Orleans, or in FEMA; not just the deep pockets of poverty and inequality and racism in New Orleans, but a yawning gap between our government and us, we the people it is pledged to assist and protect. And because this government has become so weakened, it can no longer fulfill its responsibility to provide for people in times of emergency, but instead must appeal for help from individuals, organizations, and other governments around the world. 
What’s wrong with charity, you may say. Doesn’t this outpouring reflect the generosity and selflessness of the American people? At the risk of sounding like an ungrateful curmudgeon, I would answer, not exactly. But before explaining my answer,  let me offer a brief history of the developments that have gotten us to this current state of affairs.
You cannot complete a major in history at the University of Maryland—or even pass high school history—without studying the Great Depression. And one of the things we discover in that unit is the differences between the approaches of Herbert Hoover and Franklin Roosevelt. As America staggered under the powerful blow to its economy, Hoover looked to private charities to provide assistance to the masses of unemployed. But when Roosevelt came into office, he realized that it was not enough to rely on philanthropies, even ones as large and well-organized as the Red Cross or the Salvation Army. Instead, he and his administration seized the moment to begin building the infrastructure of a modern welfare state—a state that allowed Americans to hold their heads high in times of need or misfortune because they understood that as citizens, they no longer had to beg for charity but had a right to expect economic and social security, protection, and care from their government. 
To be sure, federal programs have been plagued with problems over the years and many have been excluded from its benefits (I can’t take the time to go into all of these issues right now—in fact, I teach an entire course about them), but their initial aim—to spare those in need the humiliation of applying for charity—marked a distinct departure from the reliance on philanthropy that had been a hallmark of 19th and early 20th-century poverty relief and a major advance in the meaning of American citizenship.


For decades, the welfare state that FDR built served most Americans well--until a series of administrations, beginning with Reagan and then Bush I (remember the “thousand points of light”?), began dismantling it. The process started with Republicans, but Bill Clinton joined in too, ending “welfare as we know it,” followed by Bush II’s attempt to administer the coup de grâce through tax cuts—all in the name of privatization and personal responsibility. In addition to taking deliberate steps to shrink the government, Bush has further weakened it by diverting major resources to the war while insisting on cutting taxes, and by making a series of cavalier and ultimately disastrous appointments to key government posts. The results, as we all saw, was a central agency--FEMA—in disarray, and a treasury so depleted that we must now borrow billions, probably from China, to pay for recovery.
So what’s wrong with asking for a little charity in a case like this? Why shouldn’t the U.S. accept help from private charities and corporations in a time of crisis?  The problems with this fall into three categories: efficiency, interest, and citizenship. Let me explain.
First, efficiency: charitable organizations, even those with the scope and experience of the Red Cross, do not have the wherewithal or skills to deal adequately with calamities the likes of Katrina. Such organizations do not maintain fleets of amphibious trucks, helicopters, earth movers, or hospital ships, nor can they readily mobilize volunteers trained and equipped to snatch flood victims from rooftops, nor do they have the authority to prevent looting and impose order after evacuations (although, as we have seen, the government can’t always be relied upon to do this either—cf. the near-collapse of the New Orleans police department and the prevalence of private security details in that city). These resources must be provided by government, not philanthropy. They call for public, not personal, responsibility. 

One thing that the present disaster shows is that charity is increasingly becoming the purview of corporate America, and this leads to my second point, interest. Whose interests are really being served when Walmart sends out teams of its uniformed employees in phalanxes of its distinctively marked trucks to hand out water to masses of stressed-out hurricane victims? Is it merely a coincidence that the media have been alerted, and that the whole process is being televised nationwide? I think not. For months, Walmart has been desperately seeking ways to counter charges that its megastores are destroying smalltown America. What better way to do so than to brand hurricane relief with its own logo? 
Perhaps even more blatant (if possible) is the most recent entry into the charity sweepstakes: the NBC-Warner-Lowes-Habitat for Humanity partnership to build houses for the hurricane homeless on—what better location?—Rockefeller Plaza, redubbed for the occasion “Humanity Plaza.” Am I the only one who finds it somewhat cynical that these corporate giants have sought to sanitize their own images by joining up with a charitable organization that enjoys one of the most pristine reputations in the U.S.? Or is Habitat simply grateful for the opportunity to have its good works televised on the “Today Show,” not to mention gaining access to a boatload of building supplies?
What I am suggesting here is that corporations are not providing hurricane relief out of the goodness of their hearts, but out of the wisdom of their profit-driven brains. Public relations can be calculated in dollars and cents, and this is one natural disaster that’s going to bring lots of freebies—with the added benefit that they’re all tax-deductible. One could make a similar argument about the scores of entertainers lining up to participate in telethons, benefits, and countless other events. Sure, they’re donating their time—but they’re also getting thousands of dollars’ worth of free publicity. Am I the only person who went out and bought a Diana Krall CD after hearing her sing in the “Higher Ground” concert on PBS two weekends ago? 
And I won’t even begin to discuss the bonanza reconstruction brings to the Halliburtons and Brown & Roots of this world. All those no-bid contracts…. In this case the government is not asking for charity—it’s doling it out as fast as those companies can bank it.
But finally, we must consider the impact of charity-based relief on citizenship. As I said a few minutes ago, the New Deal gave Americans a new sense of what they could expect from their government, a feeling of entitlement, an understanding that they could ask for assistance from their government without losing respect, or self-respect. This marked a major shift in the meaning of U.S. citizenship, because it meant that Americans in need no longer had to apply for charity—with all the humiliation that that might imply—but instead could look to institutions that were created by and through a democratic process in which they participated, and which they supported by their own contributions as tax-payers. 
The reversion from government assistance back to charitable relief undermines this sense of citizenship in countless ways. Let me just name a few:

First, as I just suggested, it removes citizens’ sense of pride and entitlement.
Second, it deprives them of a sense of agency and control over their own lives; instead of determining, for example, where they can stay and when and what they will eat, they are subject to the dictates of their “benefactors.” I can understand putting people in emergency shelters for a few days, but after that, such places can become debilitating. Treating people like charity cases instead of citizens is ultimately counter-productive because it ends up perpetuating their dependency rather than empowering them, encouraging them to be passive, rather than active when it comes to determining their own circumstances

 I was dismayed when I heard, a week or so after Katrina, that the Red Cross was putting out a call for 20,000 more volunteers to help with evacuees. Why not send in the food and other supplies and let the evacuees cook for themselves? Wouldn’t that help them regain a sense of efficacy and self-control more quickly than to keep treating them as hapless “victims”? By the same token, I was pleased to hear that the New Orleanians who ended up in the Houston Astrodome began organizing themselves as soon as they arrived and were making demands for specific types of supplies and services.
Finally, the regression from citizenship to charity deprives people of a voice in their own future. Charities are not democratic—they are usually run by boards made up of the biggest donors, with little or no participation from their own paid staffs, much less from the beneficiaries of their good works. In contrast, public programs, whether local, state, or federal, are, at least in theory, the result of a democratic process. By participating in this process--determining where resources will be gathered and how they will be distributed—those affected by this terrible disaster can become empowered—they can be treated as citizens, not poster children. And as citizens, they deserve a voice, a sense of pride, and a right to agency in the rebuilding of their homes and their communities. 
