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Philanthropie Landmarks: The Toronto Trail 
from a Comparative Perspective, 1870s to the 1930s1 

Thomas Adam 

Abstract 
In this essay the author compares nineteenth-and early 
twentieth-century philanthropy in Toronto to that in 
German and American cities such as Leipzig and New 
York, The argument is divided into four parts, each 
dealing with different aspects of philanthropy. In the 
first part of this essay, the author develops his concept 
of "philanthropic culture", which is the theoretical basis 
for this essay. The main thesis is that donating became 
a bourgeois behavioural pattern, which served to inte­
grate new elites, women, and religious and ethnic mi­
norities into social structures, mainly "High Society". 
The second part of the essay examines wealthy Toron-
tonians who became philanthropists. This part paints 
the portrait of the typical Toronto philanthropist. The 
concept of philanthropy did not emerge on the Ameri­
can continent, but was imported from Europe. There­
fore, the third part of the essay is dedicated to 
exploration of how philanthropic models were trans­
ferred from Europe to Toronto. The last part investi­
gates the development of Toronto's philanthropic 
landmarks—the Toronto General Hospital, the Art Gal­
lery of Toronto, the Royal Ontario Museum, and the 
Toronto Housing Company. 

Résumé 
Dans cet article Vauteur compare la philanthropie des 
19ième et 20ième siècles à Toronto avec celle des villes 
américaines et européenes tel que Leipzig et New York. 
Vargument se divise en quatres parties, dont 
chacqu 'une se concerne avec des aspects différents de 
la philanthropie. Dans la première partie de cet arti­
cle, Vauteur explique son concept de « culture philan­
thropique »—la base théorique de son travail. Vauteur 
constate, comme thèse centrale, que la donation était 
devenue un élément du comportement bourgeois (non 
pas seulemenet à Toronto, mais aussi ailleurs) qui ser­
vait à intégrer les nouveaux élites, les femmes, et les mi­
norités religieuses et ethniques dans les structures 
sociales, notamment dans la Haute Société. La 
deuxième partie du texte examine les Torontoniens 
riches qui sont devenus philanthropistes pour but de 
caractériser le philanthropiste typique de Toronto. En 
outre, la philanthropie n'était pas du continent nord-
américain, mais était importée de l'Europe. Par con­
séquent, la troisième partie de cet article se concerne 
avec l'explication du transfer des modèles philan­
thropiques de l'Europe à Toronto. La dernière partie 
du texte examine le dévélopement des « monuments » 
philanthropiques de Toronto : l'Hôpital Général de 
Toronto, le Musée d'Art de Toronto, le Musée Royal 
d'Ontario, et la Société Charitable fournissant des loge­
ments de Toronto. 
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"Toronto has come to be known as a philanthropic 
city" 
"I know of no place where there are so many charitable organi­
zations in proportion to its population as in Toronto,"2 asserted 
J. J. Maclaren at the twenty-fourth annual session of the Na­
tional Conference of Charities and Correction in 1897. Only a 
few years later, J. A. Turnbull started his article about associ­
ated charities in Toronto with the statement: "Toronto has come 
to be known as a philanthropic city..."3 While Maclaren and 
Turnbull both exaggerated the scale of philanthropic undertak­
ings in Toronto, it is true that the city had no more and no fewer 
philanthropic undertakings than other North American and Euro­
pean cities at this time.4 Housing projects for working-class 
families, museums, art galleries and hospitals in New York, 
Leipzig, and Toronto were organized and financed by wealthy 
citizens. Philanthropy was the foundation of urban society on 
both sides of the Atlantic until the turn of the twentieth century. 
Despite the introduction of the welfare state by Bismarck in 
1870s Germany, philanthropists were still essential for the fi­
nancing of cultural and social public institutions. Social housing, 
for instance, was integrated into the governmental welfare sys­
tem only after World War I. Furthermore, philanthropy predates 
the welfare state in every case. One must see this development 
in a timeline: for centuries, philanthropy in its broadest sense 
was the only method of social and cultural assistance. In the 
nineteenth century this remained true for all European and North 
American cities. Even with the introduction of, and the slow 
amalgamation with, or even replacement by, the welfare state, 
philanthropy remained the most important form of social organi­
zation. Until the late nineteenth century the only form of responsi­
bility known to all members of society was a private one. 
Modern sociologists and economists such as Burton Allen Weis-
brod, H. B. Hansmann and E. Gauldie, argue that philanthropy 
results from market or state failure and emerges when the state 
or the market fails to provide for all citizens. Such an analysis is 
fundamentally flawed because it is based on the experience of 
the twentieth century and the invasion of the state into the pri­
vate sphere.5 To assume that the state held full responsibility for 
providing cultural and social services is ahistorical because no­
body, even in the socialist workers movement, ascribed such re­
sponsibilities to the state. Philanthropy happened because 
wealthy citizens felt responsible for the good of their community. 

The thesis of my large research project is that donating became 
a bourgeois behavioural pattern that served to integrate new 
elites, women, and religious and ethnic minorities into social 
structures, mainly "High Society". In this short paper, however, I 
will show only that the philanthropic engagement of industrial­
ists and entrepreneurs—the homo novae of the nineteenth cen­
tury—paved a path into Toronto's High Society. 

In comparing the philanthropic culture of Toronto with that of 
Leipzig and New York in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, I will examine the specific nature of the philanthropic 
culture of Toronto. In contrast to the philanthropic culture of 
Leipzig, where the state did not interfere, and to that of New 
York, where governmental support targeted only cultural but not 
social philanthropy, Toronto's philanthropic scene is charac-
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terized by a strong combination of government support and phil­
anthropic engagement of wealthy citizens in both cultural and 
social spheres. The examples of Toronto and New York seem to 
prove Geoffrey Finlayson's argument that philanthropy was al­
ways part of a mixed economy.6 In both cases, philanthropy is 
not the only form of social welfare. The city governments in 
Toronto and New York became involved in the provision of so­
cial welfare at the end of the nineteenth century. However, even 
for Toronto and New York, this situation of mixed economy did 
not occur until the turn of the century. Pure philanthropy existed 
much earlier. In the cases of Boston and Leipzig, Finlayson's ar­
gument is simply untrue. Neither city experienced state help un­
til long after the turn of the twentieth century. 

Toronto had a philanthropic tradition that went back to at least 
the 1820s. Wealthy Torontonians such as the Gooderhams, 
Worts, and Baldwins felt an obligation to donate money for pub­
lic institutions that relied heavily on the support of these philan-
thropically minded individuals. Industrialization and urbanization 
changed the outlook of the city dramatically and caused a huge 
demand for assistance. The population of Toronto increased 
from about 30,000 in 1851 to more than 200,000 after the turn of 
the century. With population growth came a growth in the 
number of industries. "In 1871, a city of just over 56,000 people 
was the home to 497 industries. By 1881, 932 manufacturing es­
tablishments were located in this city now housing over 86,000." 
In 1901, one fifth of the city's population was employed in facto­
ries. Industry became "the single most important source of em­
ployment and income in the city."7 Industrialization and 
urbanization produced a working class, and connected to this a 
number of social problems, such as the demand for housing 
and health care for working-class families. At the same time a 
need emerged for educational institutions—high schools, col­
leges and universities—as well as for art galleries and muse­
ums. Philanthropy became the basis for both.8 

While most of the New York and Boston philanthropic enter­
prises were founded in the 1870s and 1880s, those in Toronto 
emerged only after 1910. At this point Toronto had become an 
industrialized city with more than 200,000 inhabitants and a new 
social elite of industrialists, manufacturers, bankers and finan­
ciers was able to establish and confirm itself as the upper class. 
Such an upper class was the precondition for philanthropy at 
the time, (i.e., a group elite phenomenon). 

I have divided this essay into three main parts. In the first, I will 
explain my concept of "philanthropic culture", which is the theo­
retical basis for this investigation. My previous research has 
proven that philanthropy functions only when wealthy citizens 
are willing not only to give money and time, but willing to search 
for precise ideas about how to meet the social and cultural de­
mands of an industrial society. For this reason I look first at the 
philanthropically minded Torontonians; second, at how they ob­
tained ideas about spending their money; and thirdly, at the in­
stitutions they created. 

"Philanthropic culture" 
North American scholars have written much about American phi­
lanthropy. However, they failed to create a theoretical concept 

of philanthropy. I define philanthropy as the provision of finan­
cial, material, and ideal resources for cultural, social, and educa­
tional institutions by upper-class citizens. This may happen by 
means of foundations, "limited dividend companies", member­
ship organizations, or by bequests and donations. My concep­
tion includes cultural philanthropy—the support of art galleries 
and museums—as well as social philanthropy—the support of 
social housing projects and hospitals. 

Research on philanthropy lacks a chronological and compara­
tive context. As Judith Sealander points out, most of the re­
search about American philanthropy focuses on the period after 
1930. She states also that there is no research comparing Ameri­
can philanthropy with that of other countries.9 Therefore, North 
American scholars have made incorrect assumptions regarding 
American philanthropy in the nineteenth century. Robert H. 
Bremner, for instance, assumes "throughout most of the nine­
teenth century, philanthropy meant not financial support for edu­
cational, charitable, and cultural institutions but advocacy of 
humanitarian causes such as improvement in prison conditions; 
abstinence or temperance in use of alcohol; abolition of slavery, 
flogging, and capital punishment; and recognition of the rights 
of labor, women, and nonwhite people."10 My research shows 
that he is simply wrong. Nineteenth-century philanthropy in Bos­
ton and New York was mainly directed toward educational, cul­
tural, and social public institutions, such as universities, art 
museums and hospitals. Bremner's conclusions result from the 
lack of a theoretical concept of philanthropy. He simply as­
sumes continuity in the tradition of giving from ancient times un­
til today. He fails to recognize changes in this tradition, and he 
does not contextualize the act of giving in terms of nineteenth-
century class society. In opposition to Bremner and Frank K. 
Prochaska, I argue that philanthropy is always an upper-class 
phenomenon.1 Finlayson wrongly assumes that voluntary activ­
ity results from concern "with the advancement of others, rather 
than the self."12 However, he later suggests that, "indulgence in 
paternalistic and philanthropic behaviour could also serve more 
self-interested motives. Noblesse oblige could merge into a way 
of quieting a conscience troubled by the possession of riches, 
or of justifying those riches by devoting a proportion of them to 
the benefit of others."13 With this last hypothesis, I agree. Nev­
ertheless, I contend that these motives should be considered in 
a broader context of class construction. Philanthropy not only 
soothed the restless conscience but also helped establish or 
confirm the social status of the giver. This was what made late-
nineteenth-century philanthropy different from that of previous 
centuries—it was a group and class phenomenon. 

In short, my thesis is derived from the theoretical under­
standings of Ostrower, who contends that, "philanthropy be­
comes a 'way of being part of society'" and is "one of the 
activities which contributes to facilitating elite groups,"14 and the 
class concept of E. P. Thompson, who suggests that class is 
not simply a "structure" or a "category", but something "which 
in fact happens (and can be shown to have happened) in hu­
man relationships."15 Elaborating on this idea, I define class not 
only, or primarily, as an economic category but as the product 
of a set of behavioural patterns of a given group of individuals. 
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