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THE CHARITY DIRECTOR 

The need of defining the duties of the charity director arises from 
the fact that his unpaid work is without the spur of an immediate self­
interest. Service of this kind many people think of as so much a work 
of supererogation that standards are inapplicable. They regard 
membership on a board as already constituting virtue, not as involv­
ing obligations which, once undertaken, it becomes remiss to neglect. 
The assumption behind this point of view is that those who fill unpaid 
positions do so from sheer altruism; that though they may show the. 
average selfishness in other relations of life, the moment they enter 
this field they rise above ambition, love of power or social prestige, 
the need of spending surplus energy, or even a personal taste for public 
affairs, into a sublimated love of humanity. Such a notion of altru­
ism not only implies an unnatural repudiation �f interest in one's 
own faculties, but it thereby puts this form of public service on a 
false, if not hypocritical ground. Public spirit is rarely a spontaneous 
sentiment. It is rather that gradual expanding of the imagination 
that accompanies insight into social maladjustments. One who does 
faithful service, whatever his original motive, comes little by little to 
identify himself with his wider interests. His conception of society 
becomes no longer bounded by his relation with the individuals of 
his own group; it includes groups which had previously seemed far 
removed from his personal welfare. The state in time becomes to him 
a living organism of which he is a part. Such a development does not 
efface a man's self; else it would destroy his incentive to maintain a 
high standard of work: rather it enlarges that self, until it makes his 
own satisfactions in life come to be identical with the public weal. 

The directing of a charity may, however, be selfishly done, in 
which case its personal rewards in the way of prestige and of an en­
joyable avocation become ends in themselves. Hence altruism must 
take rise from an enlightened conception of thelir�le of a director. 
The Analogy of This r�le should be conceived of as that of a rep­
the Business Di- resentative of the community, planning and guiding 
rector the work with the public interest in view. The 
function of the charity director thus differs from that of the director 
of a business corporation, in that the latter, representing stockholders, 
has the· duty of safeguarding merely the money interests of a limited 
group of people. Whatever change in this regard the socializing of 
industry may bring about, he is at present not ordinarily expected to 
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; · ·.: : : : :'i6ci1/ odt! fl5t tlii itiierest of the public. As to the scope of influence of 
a business director, although in theory he has a guiding hand, in prac­
tice he serves rather to check than to initiate. The view of his func­
tion held by able managers of large corporations is expressed by Mr. 
Russell Robb in a lecture before the Harvard School of Business: 
"Ten or twelve representatives acting together cannot give effective 
administration. Numbers are good for conference, to protect against 
prejudice, • • . to bring out by discussion all relevant factors, 
to throw upon problems side-lights from varied experience, and to 
assure regular procedure; but the autocrat's command is superior in 
effectiveness."* Mr. Robb evidently has in mind the promptness and 
vigor of decision often essential to business success, and apparently 
accepts boards of directors as an appendage of doubtful value, which 
the public has forced on incorporated business. But the opposition 
that he makes out between collective wisdom and "effectiveness" 
seems to involve a contradiction, since the autocrat's guidance, sub­
ject to prejudice and snap-judgment, is bound to be ineffective in its 
upshot. A layman might ask whether the attacks to which business 
men are today subjected may not to some extent hark back to this 
limited and short-sighted conception of "effectiveness." In any case, 
the autocrat in business has a justification which finds no parallel in 
charity. With him success turns from time to time on opportunities 
that must be grasped by prompt and resolute action, and that may 
never recur. With charity, on the other hand, the success is at 
bottom an educational one. Its effectiveness depends upon the 
amount and quality of thought which its administrators bring to bear 
in formulating their policies in the light of civic ideals. The need 
for quick action in charity does not arise on questions of broad im­
port, but is confined to such occasional matters of current detail as 
would necessarily rest for decision not with directors but with the 
manager. The policies which directors of charity put into effect are 
among the constant educational forces in the state. Charities are 
day by day defining what is legitimate dependency. By their action 
in case after case they are telling not only the class that sink below the 
line of self-care, but those large numbers just above it, under what 
conditions and at what point the natural responsibilities of the in­
dividual will be assumed by society. These policies raise expectations 

• Russell Robb: Stone and Webster Public Service J01Wnal, June, 1909. Mr. 
Robb does justice in this same lecture to the compensating advantages secured 
through a board of directors, for he says, "Whatever may seemingly be gained 
temporarily [by one-man control) through vigorous and able direction is more than 
offset by the instability or uncertainty of the corporate affairs. Organizations are 
thus having brought to them a new problem; they have to provide stability in 
administration as well as efficiency, to preserve the vigor of initiative of the indi­
vidual, and yet to benefit by the judgment of many, and they have to assure the 
continuity in administration that is demanded by the span of life of the corpora­
tion." 

According to Mr. Lawience R. Dicksee (Business Organisation, Longmans). 
boards of directors in England exercise more control than is usual in the United 
States. 
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