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About The Author: 
Arthur C. Brooks is a professor of public administration at Syracuse University’s 
Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs.  He writes frequently on the topic of 
charity and civic responsibility for the Wall Street Journal and other publications.  He 
lives in Syracuse, New York with his wife and three children.  
 
General Overview: 
Approximately three-quarters of Americans give their time and money to various 
charities, churches, and causes; the other quarter of the population does not.  Why has 
America split into two nations: givers and non-givers? Arthur Brooks has spent years 
researching this trend, and even he was surprised by what he found.  In Who Really 
Cares, he shares his findings that conservatives really are compassionate – far more 
compassionate than their liberal foes.  Strong families, church attendance, earned income 
(as opposed to state-subsidized income), and the belief that individuals, not government, 
offer the best solution to social ills are all factors that determine how likely one is to give.  
Brooks argues that charity matters – not just to the givers and to the recipients, but to the 
nation as a whole and he outlines strategies for expanding the ranks of givers, for the 
good of all Americans.  
 
 
* Please Note: This CapitolReader.com summary does not offer judgment or opinion on 
the book’s content.  The ideas, viewpoints and arguments are presented just as the book’s 
author has intended. 
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Introduction 
Compassionate conservatism is not an oxymoron.  Many people around the globe – 
including many Americans – do not believe the United States is a charitable nation.  This 
view, however, flies in the face of overwhelming empirical evidence, data which shows 
that charitable giving by Americans is exceptionally high by the world’s standards. 
 
When it comes to generosity, however, there are two Americas.  One segment of America 
tends to be politically and culturally conservative and religiously inclined.  This portion 
of America tends to rank very high in terms of volunteering time and money to charity.  
The second segment of America tends to be liberal and secular.  Rates of charitable 
giving and volunteerism are significantly lower among this group.  This is ironic because 
liberals frequently denigrate conservatives for not caring about the poor and 
disenfranchised.  The evidence shows, however, that liberals tend to substitute political 
attitudes for tangible giving.  That is, liberals voice support for political programs instead 
of actually donating their time and money. 
 
There are, of course, generous liberals, just as there are stingy conservatives, but the 
evidence is clear: conservatives exceed liberals in charitable giving.  This is true not only 
in terms of time and money, but conservatives are also more likely to donate blood each 
year.  Indeed, if liberals donated blood at the same rate as conservatives, the blood supply 
would jump roughly 45 percent.   One factor, above all, counts for this discrepancy in 
giving: religion.  Put simply, those coming from a religious background are far more 
likely to be givers than those coming from a secular background. 
 
Charity is a boon not just for the recipient, but also for the giver.  Studies show that 
higher rates of giving are associated with better health, happiness, and prosperity.  Thus, 
charitable giving creates a virtuous cycle that benefits all of society.  Therefore, it is 
crucial that government refrain from programs or policies that discourage or inhibit 
private giving. 
 
Is Compassionate Conservatism an Oxymoron? 
Among the common stereotypes that prevail these days is the notion that liberals are 
compassionate towards the poor, but that conservatives are hardhearted.  After the 2004 
election, it was not uncommon to see stories in the media that portrayed the so-called 
“red states” – the states that voted for George W. Bush – as both ignorant and selfish.  
Here, the conventional wisdom was that Republicans had somehow duped their 
constituents into supporting policies that actually hurt their best interests.  According to 
this conceit, if only conservatives were smarter, they’d recognize that they stood to 
benefit by voting for liberals who would use the government to redistribute wealth.   
 
The problem here is twofold.   First, the conventional stereotype of stingy conservatives 
is dead wrong; the data clearly indicates that conservatives are more charitable than their 
liberal counterparts.  And second, the evidence shows that government efforts to 
redistribute wealth actually suppress charitable giving, hence, such policies can 
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inadvertently stifle the development of desirable character traits in citizens, discourage 
personal initiative, and inhibit overall prosperity. 
 
It is inevitable, of course, for government to tax its citizens and spend the money raised 
for public use.  This can be necessary, beneficial, and, at times, humane, but it is not 
charity because it is not a voluntary sacrifice by individuals.  Simply put, charity is a 
voluntary act by private citizens.  Thus, “government spending is not charity.”  
 
Conservatives are more likely to give to charity than liberals, but only by a percentage 
point or two.  Liberals, on the other hand, are more likely to volunteer their time than 
conservatives, but only by a percentage point or two.  This might make it seem as if there 
really isn’t that much difference between the two groups when it comes to giving.  
However, when factors like average dollar amounts donated are examined, the 
differences become striking: “In 2000, households headed by a conservative gave, on 
average, 30 percent more money than a household headed by a liberal.”  This, despite the 
fact that families headed by liberals earned more on average than conservative families. 
 
The trend remains the same if we consider party affiliation.  Registered Republicans were 
more likely to give, and to give more, than registered Democrats.  This tendency carries 
over in other important ways, young conservatives belonged to more community 
organizations than their liberal counterparts, they were more likely to donate blood, and 
they also expressed a greater willingness to make sacrifices for loved ones.  The 
compassion of conservatives is even more clear and abundant when one examines the 
difference between the so-called “red” and “blue” states.  Of the 25 states that had 
donation rates above the national average, 24 of them cast their ballots for George W. 
Bush, while 17 of the states below the national average cast their ballots for John Kerry.   
“In other words, the electoral map and the charity map are remarkably similar.” 
 
Some might argue that welfare is a form of charity.  If so, this might appear to be an 
argument that conservatives aren’t really more charitable than liberals.  After all, liberals 
usually contend that government spends too little on welfare, while conservatives often 
argue that we spend too much.  It’s fair to debate whether society should spend more or 
less on welfare programs, but it seems unreasonable to suggest that merely opposing or 
supporting welfare programs, in principle, makes one callous or compassionate 
respectively.  For instance, an individual is not necessarily more compassionate because 
they support taxing the wealthy to aid the poor.  It seems motives matter less than 
behavior.  And that is why individual acts of voluntary giving should count as charity, 
not vague intentions or stances on particular issues. 
 
Liberals sometimes claim that conservatives only donate to religious groups or elite 
nonprofits or charities that do not help the poor; therefore this is not truly compassionate 
giving.  Perhaps, so the familiar argument goes, they are only donating money to enhance 
their own status.  But these arguments miss the point: charity is about behavior, not 
motives.  Further, there is an inherent subjectivity about which charities are more worthy.  
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Liberals, for instance, might be inclined to view donations to the American Civil 
Liberties Union as more meritorious than money donated to the Heritage Foundation.  
But in a pluralistic society, we need to respect the choices made by our fellow citizens. 
Thus, it makes little sense for Americans to dismiss the sacrifices made by their fellow 
citizens, lest their own sacrifices be dismissed in kind.  After all, diversity in 
philanthropic giving insures a wide variety of worthy causes are supported. 
 
Faith and Charity 
It is an interesting fact that families in San Francisco donate the same amount to charity 
per annum ($1,300) as families from South Dakota.  Comparing these communities is 
compelling because a family in San Francisco makes, on average, about twice as much as 
a family from South Dakota.  This means the average South Dakotan family donates a 
significantly higher percentage of their income to charity.  South Dakotans have no 
trouble explaining what causes them to give at such a high rate: religion.  Put simply, 
South Dakotans seem to learn charity from religious practice and habits taught by 
parents. 
 
San Francisco, on the other hand, is a rather secular city.  Weekly church attendance in 
San Francisco is less than 14 percent (compared to over 50 percent in South Dakota).   As 
a result, citizens in San Francisco don’t have a cultural environment that supports 
charitable giving. 
 
The evidence indicates that “faith creates a positive tendency to behave charitably to 
others.”  Charity, of course, is not exclusive to any particular religion; Christianity, 
Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam all preach the importance of helping others in 
need.  There are large measurable differences in charitable giving, however, between 
religious and non-religious people.  Put simply, it’s hard to come up with a single 
measure where secularists are more charitable than religious people.  Indeed, religion 
seems to dwarf every other variable in predicting charitable behavior.  In other words, 
being religious swamps political affiliation, educational levels, or virtually any other 
factor in accounting for charitable behavior. 
 
And religious people don’t just give to churches; they measure higher in terms of giving 
than secular people in almost every possible dimension, including: donations to secular 
charities, informal giving, acts of kindness, and even honesty.  The evidence shows that 
religious people are more likely to: donate blood, give food or money to the homeless, 
and express kindness and compassion to less fortunate people.  In fact, the data shows 
that religious people are even more likely to return excess change given to them 
mistakenly by a cashier than secularists are.  This is not, of course, to say that secularists 
never help others, or that religious people always do.  Rather, it is simply to say that there 
is a large gap in giving between the two groups. 
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There is a strong connection between faith and charity in American politics.  Secularists 
tend to be politically liberal, while religious people are disproportionately conservative.  
The political-religious divide, needless to say, has been very important is shaping the 
Republican and Democratic parties, as we know them today.  Many secularists, 
incidentally, believe that Christian conservatives are bent on turning the United States 
into a theocracy and the media seems to reflect this view.  But, a less-reported 
perspective is that secularists are transforming the Democratic Party into a party that is 
hostile towards religion.  This view, in fact, is shared by most Americans; today, only 29 
percent of Americans believe the Democratic Party is friendly to religion, down from 42 
percent only four years ago. 
 
Examining religious-political affiliations more closely, one can find, of course, religious 
liberals and secular conservatives.  Looking at the four main religious-political 
affiliations can tell us a lot about charitable trends in America.  The four main groups 
include: 
 
Religious Conservatives: At 50 million people (19.1% of the population), this is the 
largest group of the four.  Members within this group are the most likely to donate 
money, but this likelihood is only slightly higher that the level found among religious 
liberals.  Religious conservatives also give away more dollars than any other group 
($2,367 per household compared to $1,347 for the national average) and their rates of 
volunteerism are 10 percentage points higher than the general population.  In sum, 
religious conservatives make up the most charitable group in America. 
 
Secular Conservatives: About 20 million people (7.3%).  This group tends to lag the 
general population in terms of income and education.  This group is made up 
disproportionately of single men.  On average, secular conservatives donate about $661 
per year and are 16 percent less likely to volunteer than religious conservatives.  This 
makes them the least charitable of the four groups discussed. 
 
Secular Liberals: About 30 million people (10.5%).  Secular liberals tend to have the 
highest education and income levels of the four groups.  Secular liberals, by definition, 
do not spend much time affiliating in houses of worship, but their overall rates of 
participation in civic groups is low too. They are 19 percentage points less likely to 
donate money and 12 percent less likely to volunteer than religious conservatives. 
 
Religious Liberals:  At 18 million (6.4%), this is the smallest of the four groups.  This 
group includes a much higher percentage of African Americans than the other groups.  
Education levels in this group are also quite high, second only to levels among secular 
liberals.  They give to charity at a rate nearly as high as that of religious conservatives, 
making them the second most charitable of the four groups.   
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The evidence shows that religious people are far more charitable than secularists.  
Religious liberals are a rare breed, however, as they are increasingly out of sync with the 
Democratic Party.  Studies suggest that religious liberals, like the population as a whole, 
are shifting away from the Democratic Party and towards the GOP. 
 
By rejecting faith and charity, the Democratic Party risks marginalizing itself.  Although 
this might benefit the GOP, the increasing secularization of the Left is not a welcome 
development for America as a whole.  If charity is a key characteristic of a good and 
healthy society, then a growing chasm between givers and non-givers should concern all 
of us. We need ideas for how people from all different walks of life can be brought into 
the ranks of the charitable.  
 
Other People’s Money 
Ralph Nader has stated, “A society that has more justice is a society that needs less 
charity.”  But as Benjamin Franklin observed, politicians tend to feel very generous when 
they are giving away other people’s money.  Franklin’s insight raises a question: Do 
people who favor using other people’s money to solve social problems – i.e., income 
redistribution – donate less because they believe it’s the government’s job to help other 
people?  The answer is yes: “for many Americans, political opinions are a substitute for 
personal checks.” 
 
People who favor income redistribution do give less to charity.  It’s also true that 
someone on welfare is far less likely to make charitable donations than a low-income 
worker who earns their paycheck.  Indeed, the working poor donate more of their money 
to charity than middle-class earners.  This suggests that government redistribution can 
create a vicious cycle of dependency that actually discourages charity. 
 
Studies also show that government spending has the tendency to inhibit charitable giving; 
a dollar spent by the government on “nonprofit activities can actually displace up to 50 
cents in private giving.”  Economists call this the “public goods crowding out effect,” 
whereby people give less because people tend to reason “that if the government takes 
more of my money to help others, I will lower my private giving.”  Government spending 
on the poor, then, always entails hidden costs. 
 
Nader’s attitude, that a just society will need less private giving, reflects the Left’s 
animus towards charity.  It seems unrealistic, however, to believe that the world could 
ever be improved by eradicating charity.  Further, collectivist programs (e.g., Marxism) 
that attempted to create completely egalitarian or classless societies have proven to be 
abysmal failures. If liberals feel strongly about inequality, they are free to donate their 
money as they see fit.  Redistribution may have some merits, and reasonable people can 
debate this, but we must be wary of policies that place downward pressure on private 
charity.   
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Critics of welfare contend that policies that encourage dependency also depress 
characteristics associated with charity.  The evidence supports this belief: people on 
welfare are half as likely to engage in charitable behavior as people not on welfare.  By 
the 1990s, the welfare system appeared to be broken, creating a cycle of dependency that 
was unpopular with the American people.  Nevertheless, many still argued that reforming 
welfare would prove catastrophic to the poor.  The worst predictions, however, never 
materialized.  Indeed, reforming the system – moving people from welfare to work – 
actually helped lower the poverty rate.  Furthermore, charitable giving among former 
welfare recipients actually increased following welfare reform. 
 
If welfare discourages charity, it follows that it may encourage the opposite, namely 
selfishness, crime, and other failures of character.  If this is so, government income 
redistribution hardly qualifies as compassion.  Liberals may slam George W. Bush’s 
Faith-Based Initiatives, which allow religious non-profit organizations to deliver 
government-funded social services, but it may be that faith-based programs are better 
suited to addressing the character issues that are associated with the disadvantaged. 
 
Research indicates that charitable parents tend to beget charitable children.  Does this 
mean there’s such a thing as a “giving gene”?  The question may be less crazy than it 
seems, given that personal characteristics such as intelligence, religiosity, and happiness 
seem to have a strong genetic link. This remains speculative, but it seems reasonable to 
assume that charity is something children learn from their parents.  Some empirical 
findings about family and charity include: 
 

• Married parents give and volunteer at a higher rate than single and divorced 
parents. 

• Single parenthood is a disaster for charity. 
• Welfare, single parenting, and anti-social behavior tend to go together, potentially 

creating a vicious cycle that adversely impacts generations. 
• Religious families tend to have the strongest ties to their communities, and strong 

community ties tend to make for intact and happier families. 
 
Liberals, of course, are less likely than conservatives to put their children in a religious 
environment that is conducive to charity.  Findings such as these bear on debate over the 
so-called “death tax,” the tax on inherited income.  The evidence suggests that repealing 
the death tax would actually increase charitable giving.  This conclusion is based on the 
fact that “forced income redistribution suppresses private giving [and] that charity and 
economic liberty are reinforcing virtues.” Therefore, repealing the tax would allow 
parents to model charitable giving, which according to many experts, would lead to 
greater personal and national economic growth. 
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Charity Makes You Healthy, Happy, and Rich 
John D. Rockefeller, the American billionaire and philanthropist, believed that God made 
him rich so that he could share his prosperity with others.  Many have misunderstood or 
ridiculed Rockefeller’s attitude, but it is clear that Rockefeller earnestly believed that if 
he failed to act charitably, or donated unwisely, then God would withdraw His 
generosity. 
 
The Rockefeller Hypothesis is that charity and prosperity are interconnected.  That is, 
giving and receiving form a virtuous cycle.  Many scholars, theologians, economists, and 
thinkers have looked into this thesis and their work suggests there’s something to it.  
Social theorist George Gilder, for instance, argues that a good society is predicated on 
faith and charity (faith in the economic system and giving in the sense that people are 
generous with one another).  In Gilder’s view, charity tends to beget greater faith and 
generosity, leading to even greater prosperity, which in turn leads to greater charity. 
 
The economist Thorstein Veblen makes a similar argument, contending that the 
prevalence of charity (and other religious behaviors) encourages people to be industrious.  
And psychiatrist Victor Frankl argued that charity is a source of human meaning and a 
path towards enlightenment.  Taken as a whole, these views suggest that donating money 
is in itself an incentive to earn money, suggesting that givers work harder than non-
givers.  Thus, it follows that charity can provide a sense of self-worth, increase personal 
net worth, and, if enough of us give, expand our national wealth. 
 
Charity is also linked to greater happiness, health, and social well-being.  It seems, then, 
that charity is an effective remedy for many of the ills that ail our culture.  “Charity is not 
aided by expanding the government’s role in economic life, by and large.”   We do, 
however, need public policies that encourage private giving. 
 
The Way Forward 
When it comes to charity, there are two Americas.  We need to shrink Selfish America 
and grow Charitable America.  How do we do this?   
 

1. We need to recognize the way government can suppress charity through excessive 
bureaucratic and regulatory schemes.   

2. The government’s financial incentives – such as tax deductions for charitable 
donations – can stimulate giving, but many of these incentives, which require 
itemization, are not readily available to the poor.  This creates a bias in favor of 
nonprofits supported by the rich that needs to be addressed.   

3. We need to find ways to teach charity more broadly, targeting not just children, 
but also adults. 
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Conclusion 
There are four major facts about charity and politics: 
 

1. There is a charity gap: religious people donate far more of their time and money 
than secular people. 

2. People who believe the government should redistribute income donate and 
volunteer far less than those who oppose government redistribution. 

3. The working poor in America are very generous relative to their incomes, but the 
non-working poor (those on public assistance) are not. 

4. Charitable behavior is learned, practiced, and reinforced within intact families 
(especially religious families). 

 
Liberals need to recognize the fact that most Americans don’t share their views about 
income redistribution.  In fact, most Americans are more concerned with opportunity than 
equality.  Further, the liberal solution to poverty and inequality reflects a very shaky 
assumption, namely that government is the best route to addressing social ills.  As we’ve 
seen, the liberal attitude is uncongenial with charity, which is something liberals need to 
think about. 
 
Liberals need to reexamine their faith in government and their antipathy to religion.  If 
they don’t, the Democratic Party, which is an increasingly secular group, will become the 
party of un-charity. 
 
America is a uniquely charitable nation.  Average levels of giving in America are 
unparalleled.  Increasingly, however, America is characterized by two camps: charitable 
conservatives and less charitable liberals.  It is in America’s interests, however, to heal 
the divide and expand the ranks of givers.  “There should not be two Americas when it 
comes to charity.” 
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