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Abstract 
Philanthropy has never been a static practice but one deeply shaped by religion, culture, and 
political power. From early religious obligations such as Christian almsgiving, Islamic 
zakat, and Jewish tzedakah, giving has reflected broader moral frameworks linking wealth 
with social responsibility. Over time, aristocratic patronage and civic associations expanded 
philanthropy’s scope, while modern foundations in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
redefined giving as strategic, institutionalized, and professionalized. The global spread of 
philanthropic foundations introduced new models of governance but also raised concerns 
about democratic accountability and elite dominance. Colonial and post-colonial histories 
further reveal philanthropy’s entanglement with cultural assimilation and geopolitical 
influence, fueling critiques of neo-colonialism. At the same time, grassroots and mutual aid 
traditions—rooted in reciprocity and solidarity—demonstrate the resilience of community-
based giving, particularly in the Global South. This article argues that philanthropy is not a 
universal concept but a contested field where religious ethics, elite power, colonial legacies, 
and indigenous practices intersect. By comparing traditions across cultures, the article 
highlights both the opportunities and risks embedded in philanthropy’s evolution, offering 
insights for scholars and practitioners seeking inclusive and equitable approaches.
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1. Introduction 
The history of philanthropy illustrates that giving is a socially embedded practice reflecting 
moral norms, political authority, and cultural identity. Early forms of religious charity 
established philanthropy as a moral obligation, while later periods saw its expansion into 
aristocratic patronage, civic associations, and professionalized foundations. More recently, 
colonial and post-colonial dynamics, coupled with grassroots mutual aid, have revealed 
philanthropy’s dual role as a mechanism of solidarity and an instrument of influence. This 
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article situates philanthropy within its historical and cultural trajectories, examining how 
traditions of giving continue to shape debates on legitimacy, accountability, and power.

2. Religious and Moral Foundations 
Religious traditions provided some of the earliest frameworks for philanthropy. In 
Christianity, almsgiving reinforced communal bonds through the church as both a moral 
duty and a social institution. Islam institutionalized giving through zakat—one of the Five 
Pillars—directly linking wealth redistribution to faith practice. Judaism emphasized 
tzedakah, framing charity as justice rather than optional generosity. These traditions defined 
philanthropy as inseparable from ethics, embedding social redistribution into spiritual and 
communal life.

3. Aristocratic Patronage and Civic Associations 
Beyond religion, philanthropy developed through aristocratic and civic channels. Early 
modern elites invested in education, the arts, and public works, motivated by benevolence, 
legacy, and prestige. In the 18th and 19th centuries, voluntary associations flourished, 
particularly in Europe and North America, supporting urban reform and social welfare. 
These traditions foreshadow contemporary debates about philanthropy as both altruism and 
social organization.

4. The Rise of Modern Foundations 
The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a turning point with the creation of 
philanthropic foundations by industrial magnates such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. 
Rockefeller. Carnegie’s Gospel of Wealth argued that the rich bore a duty to use their 
fortunes for public good. Foundations like Ford and Rockefeller professionalized 
philanthropy, introducing systematic planning, evaluation, and scientific management. Yet 
these innovations also concentrated decision-making power in private hands, provoking 
critiques of philanthropy’s potential to undermine democratic accountability.

5. Colonial Legacies and Post-Colonial Dynamics 
Philanthropy has historically been tied to imperial and geopolitical projects. Missionary 
organizations provided education and healthcare in colonized regions but often advanced 
cultural assimilation and imperial authority. During the Cold War, philanthropic initiatives 
carried both humanitarian and political agendas. In the post-colonial era, Global North 
foundations remained influential, prompting critiques of philanthropy as neo-colonialism. In 
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response, actors in the Global South increasingly developed indigenous philanthropic 
ecosystems, blending local solidarity traditions with development frameworks.

6. Grassroots and Mutual Aid Traditions 
Contrasting elite philanthropy are grassroots traditions of giving, including rotating savings 
groups, burial societies, and neighborhood solidarity networks. Such practices, rooted in 
reciprocity, have provided critical social protection in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. The 
COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the resilience of mutual aid, with community networks 
often mobilizing faster and more effectively than institutional donors. These practices 
demonstrate that philanthropy extends beyond elite institutions to encompass everyday 
solidarities that redistribute resources and power within communities.

7. Comparative Perspectives on Cultural Diversity 
Global traditions of giving reveal philanthropy’s cultural diversity. Western foundations 
emphasize strategic planning and institutionalized grant-making. Islamic practices integrate 
redistribution directly into religious life through zakat and waqf. Indigenous traditions 
prioritize kinship, reciprocity, and cultural continuity. Together, these systems demonstrate 
philanthropy as a contested and plural practice shaped by local histories, values, and 
identities.

8. Discussion 
Tracing the evolution of philanthropy reveals persistent tensions: altruism versus influence, 
solidarity versus control, local reciprocity versus institutional power. Foundations have 
professionalized and scaled philanthropy, but at the risk of elite capture and weakened 
democratic oversight. Meanwhile, grassroots practices demonstrate inclusive and culturally 
embedded alternatives. For philanthropy to remain legitimate and equitable, scholars and 
practitioners must critically engage with these diverse traditions, ensuring that institutional 
models adapt to local contexts rather than supplant them.

9. Conclusion 
Philanthropy’s history shows that giving is never neutral: it is shaped by religion, politics, 
culture, and power. From spiritual obligations to foundations, from colonial projects to 
grassroots solidarities, philanthropy reflects both the potential for empowerment and the risk 
of domination. Understanding its diverse traditions is essential for designing philanthropic 
strategies that respect local cultures, strengthen democratic accountability, and address 
global inequalities. Future research should explore hybrid models that integrate institutional 
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resources with indigenous practices, bridging philanthropy’s historical legacies with 
contemporary demands for inclusivity and justice.
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