Philanthropy Today: An Imperative

Ben Shouse

I am 81 years old. I was probably invited to speak here because of my 20-year career as an Arts Advo-
cate—ex-member of the Ohio Arts Council and chairman of the membership committee for the Ohio
Citizens Committee for the Arts. I was probably not invited to speak here because of my earlier 40-year
career as a Labor Advocate, President of the Upholsterers and Allied Workers Union, Local 48, AFL-CIO.
Yet, to me, both are at the heart of philanthropy—a word from ancient Greek that means: “the love of
humanity.”

Sadly, philanthropy has been reduced to just the shrewd practice of a carefully controlled ethic of giv-
ing away of monies. Aristotle, in his Nichomachean Ethics, wrote, “To give away money is an easy matter,
and in everyone’s power. But to decide to whom to give it, and how large, and for what purpose is neither
in everyone’s pOwer nor an easy matter.” And so these carefully controlled philanthropies are deemed
weighty matters. Yet, Maimonides’ Eight Degrees of Benevolence places the righteous act of “anonymous,
no-strings-attached giving without regard to the consequences” at a higher degree than carefully con-
trolled philanthropies. Quite interestingly though, Maimonides then places anonymous giving below that
of giving a human being free opportunity “to achieve his own livelihood.” And such livelihood is under-
stood as the achievement of both bread and wisdom, food for the body and for the spirit.

Some years ago, as Chairman of the United Labor Agency’s Cultural Arts Committee, 2 role that com-
bined both arts and labor advocacy, I helped commission and produce the one-man-show John L. Lewis,
Disciple of Discontent. This played at the Cleveland Convention Center Theater, Washington’s American
Theater, the Berkshire Theater Festival, and elsewhere. The theater critics were unanimous in their praise
for the playwright’s powerful “warts and all” drama on union issues; but as I was later told, the playwright
was most proud of the praise from a factory worker who had attended his first live-theater performance.
With tears in his eyes, that worker muttered, “That’s the best movie I've ever seen... ” That work of art
had uplifted his spirits.

Long ago, in the Great Depression, when I was about 15 years old, the son of an immigrant working
class Russian Jew, I did not have the eight cents trolley-fare for the three miles from Luzerne to Wilkes-
Barre, Pennsylvania. So I walked to the Osterhot free library. There, gaining access t0 the closed stacks
where they kept the unexpurgated versions of Balzac, Boccaccio, and Pierre Louys, my adolescent pas-
sions were aroused by lewd limericks and lurid poetry:

“When in the still soft night all are asleep,
Into thy chamber of delight I creep,
Finding thee in innocent repose,

Lips half apart like petals of the rose...."”

The Ladies Garden Club would have been shocked; but, you see, in those restrictive days of blue-laws
and the rhythm-method, it was cheap thyme that first awakened my love for the more classic beauties of
language. It was not long before I was also memorizing:

“Methought I heard a voice cry, ‘Sleep no more, .
Macbeth doth murder sleep ....” '

In my early twenties, in another free library with a modern system, a brave librarian who identified
with the struggles of the working class risked his job by playing recordings of labor songs and Revolution-
ary Irish tunes:

“Early on a Sunday morning
High upon a gallow’s tree,
Kevin Barry gave his young life
For the cause of liberty ...”

Soon I was also listening to Beethoven’s ode to the freedom of the human spirit, the Ninth
Symphony’s stirring, “Freuda ... _Freuda schoner Gotterfunken—Joy, o wondrous spark divine!” Whole
new worlds opened up to me. I woke up to the broader meanings of civilization and culture, history and
progress. Yet not long before I was born, there was not much liberty. Few free libraries. And music, books,
art, and theater were only for the idle entertainment of an aristocratic elite.

In the late nineteenth century, in Czarist Russia, Count Leo Tolstoy, at the height of his fame as the
author of War and Peace, attended the Imperial Opera one winter night; then, he went outside into below
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