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Dear Columbia PT colloquium participants, 

Thanks for reading this paper, which is part of a series of papers on donating. I’m looking 
forward to discussing it with you, and hearing all of your comments and criticisms. While this is 
perhaps a little unusual, I also wanted to issue a plea: I am desperately trying to figure out what 
parts of this I can cut, in order to expand ideas that I know I gloss over too quickly.  So even 
though “X is boring/extraneous/obvious and should be cut” isn’t standard colloquium fare, I 
would actually be hugely grateful for that sort of feedback.  

       Thanks again, 
       Jen 

 
 

In Lieu of Flowers:  
The Politics of Intimate Donating1 

 
Your loved ones deserve a world without breast cancer. Your gift can help. 

-Komen.org2 
 

Consider the following scenarios: 

• In the summer of 2014, Ralph’s college buddy tagged Ralph on Facebook as part of 
the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge. Feeling nostalgic for his college days, Ralph accepted 
the challenge, posted a video of himself dumping a bucket of ice water over his head, 
and tagged two other college friends he hadn’t talked to in a while. He also donated 
$25 to the ALS society. 
 

• Milo’s Uncle Fred, who loved penguins, died of Parkinson’s disease.  Fred’s wife 
Barbara requested that in lieu of flowers, friends and relatives donate to the 
International Penguin Conservation Working Group or the American Parkinson 
Disease Association in Fred’s honor.  Milo loved his uncle Fred and felt sorry for 
Aunt Barbara. He donated $50 to both organizations. 

 

																																																													
1 For very helpful comments on previous versions of this paper I thank Harry Brighouse, John Lombardini, Patrick 
Peel, Jennifer Petersen, Allison Pugh, Denise Walsh, and Daniel Weinstock, as well as audiences at the 2015 APSA 
Annual meeting, the 2014 APT conference, the 2016 SPSA conference, and the College of William and Mary. 
Andrew Gates provided excellent research assistance and substantive comments. 
2 This advertisement was on my Facebook feed on 7.28.15. 
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• Keisha’s cousin asked her to sponsor him for the Wounded Warrior Project’s Soldier 
Ride.  Keisha had some qualms about the organization, but felt guilty about not 
visiting her cousin more often.  She donated $100. 
 

• Monica’s friend is fighting breast cancer, so she asks four other friends to train for 
and run in the Susan G. Komen Race for the Cure.  Monica asks all of her friends and 
family members to sponsor her, and donates money herself.   
 

• Anya asks Neil to donate to a relief organization that is helping people displaced by 
the Nepal earthquake. Neil has a little crush on Anya.  He also thinks it sounds like 
the organization is doing good work. He donates $30. 

 
• Karen’s 7 year old grandson is obsessed with the natural world, so for his birthday 

she makes a donation to the Nature Conservancy to “adopt an acre” of the Northern 
Rockies for him.  She sends him the adoption certificate with his name on it.  He is 
thrilled, and hangs the certificate up in his room.   

 
These are all instances of what I will call intimate donating.3  Intimate donating occurs when an 

individual, motivated in significant part by feelings about a friend or relative, such as friendship, 

love, grief, or concern, or by a desire to fix, shore up, deepen, or honor an intimate relationship, 

donates money to a cause or organization that seeks to address a broader social issue or assist a 

large group of people, most of whom the donor does not know personally.   

Intimate donors are usually not motivated only by a personal relationship.  Some, like 

Keisha, are motivated primarily by a personal relationship; others, like Neil and Monica, are very 

enthusiastic about the goals of the organizations they support; still others, like Ralph, Milo, and 

Karen, are between these extremes.  What all instances of intimate donating have in common, 

however, is that a personal relationship is a significant part of the donor’s motivation for 

donating, and so significantly shapes where the donor’s attention is directed, the tenor and 

quality of that attention, and how the donor and others understand what the donor is doing by 

donating. 
																																																													
3 There is a vast literature on intimacy that spans psychology, cultural studies, American studies, sociology, and 
other disciplines.  For a brief overview, see Ara Wilson, “The Infrastructure of Intimacy” Signs: Journal of Women 
in Culture and Society 2016, vol. 41, no. 2 and Viviana Zelizer, The Purchase of Intimacy (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2005) especially 14-15.   
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Because intimate donations are characterized in part by particular motivations, and 

motivations are extremely difficult to measure, it is impossible to know exactly what proportion 

of donations are intimate and what proportion of money donated is donated through intimate 

donations.4 Nonetheless, the vast majority of “a-thons” and other fundraisers, donations made in 

honor of someone who has died, donations made through fads like the Ice Bucket Challenge, and 

donations made as birthday or wedding gifts are intimate donations.  So are some religious 

donations and some cases of embedded giving (discussed below). These examples alone suggest 

that intimate donating is a very widespread social practice in the contemporary United States.5  

Yet while political theorists and political scientists have discussed other aspects of charity 

and philanthropy, they have said almost nothing about intimate donating.  In this essay I argue 

that this is a mistake.  The logic of intimate donating strongly suggests that it has significant 

political effects, some of which are likely to be negative. These include weakening external 

oversight of civil society organizations that influence public policy; obscuring the structural 

causes of, and solutions to, large-scale social problems; suppressing political anger as a response 

to injustice, exacerbating existing social hierarchies and exclusions, and contributing to the social 

expression of unconcern for marginalized groups.  Because it is likely to have these effects, we 

should view intimate donating as not only a private ethical activity, but also a political one, and 

respond to it as such.  

After making the case for intimate donating as (in part) a political activity, I explore what 

adequately monitoring, reducing, and/or mitigating the potential negative political effects of 

																																																													
4 Ninety-five percent of U.S. households donated money to charity in 2013 (http://www.nptrust.org/philanthropic-
resources/charitable-giving-statistics/). In 2014, individuals in the US gave $259 billion to non-profit organizations.  
These figures undercount intimate donations, and donations more generally, because they exclude crowdfunding 
platforms such as GoFundMe and donations framed as embedded giving (Giving USA 2015).    
5 In this essay I focus only on the US because I know it best. I hope to extend the analysis to other contexts in future 
work. 
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intimate donating might look like.  I argue that while it is sometimes reasonable to assign 

political responsibility for these effects to individual intimate donors and those who solicit 

intimate donations, in many cases this is too demanding, epistemically and emotionally.  

Institutional and organizational reform, e.g. creating new watchdog organizations and changing 

sector-wide rules about transparency, could help reduce the burden on individuals. So might 

efforts to critically examine the norms, habits, and conventions that constitute how we “do” 

intimate emotions and relationships.  That is, intimate donating has the political effects it has not 

only because of the intimate emotions that it involves, such as romantic love, friendship, grief, 

and warm collegiality, but also because of how we enact those emotions (and expect others to 

enact them).   

In elucidating the potential negative political effects of intimate donating and considering 

possible responses to them, I trace the implications of three ontologies of social life: “separate 

spheres” thinking, which suggests that the world is, and/or should be, divided up into separate 

spheres, such as the political, intimate, and economic spheres; the feminist idea that “the 

personal is political,” according to which there are no sharply defined spheres, and a third idea, 

that I call “intimacy as activity,” drawn from the work of cultural sociologists such as Viviana 

Zelizer and Eva Illouz.  Intimacy as activity suggests that we need to understand politics and 

intimacy not as sharply or loosely bounded spheres, but rather as activities.  While these 

activities sometime stand in tension with each other, they also sometimes make space for each 

other, or “cohabit,” in novel and unexpected ways.  I argue that compared to the other two 

approaches, intimacy as activity is most helpful for addressing the potential negative effects of 

intimate donating because it directs our attention to the possibility of the cohabitation of intimacy 
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and political action. In so doing, it sheds new light on a relationship between intimacy and 

politics, a relationship of mediation, which has implications far beyond intimate donating. 

Thus, while the primary aim of this essay is to put intimate donating on the radar of 

scholars of politics, a secondary aim is to contribute to our understanding of the relationship 

between intimacy and politics.  In particular, the example of intimate donating shows why it 

might be helpful to shift our focus away from whether particular intimate emotions are consistent 

with adequate attentiveness to the political dimensions of some activity (in this case, donating), 

and toward how consistent particular ways of doing those emotions are with such attentiveness. It 

is this broader question—What are the political effects of different ways of doing intimate 

emotions?—that the study of intimate donating helps us to see.   

I. What is intimate donating? 

As I conceive of it for the purposes of this essay, intimate donating has three main 

characteristics.  First, it is undertaken by an individual.  Limiting intimate donating to individuals 

allows us to avoid the question of whether corporate or collective entities can be motivated by 

intimate relationships. This is an interesting and relevant question, but for reasons of space I 

must leave it aside.6 

The second characteristic of intimate donating is that the donor must be significantly and 

consciously motivated by, and so oriented toward, a personal relationship with a single 

individual or a small group of individuals, such as a friend, colleague, or relatives.7  It is not 

enough that the donor learn about an issue or organization from someone they know personally; 

the motivation for the donation must be, in significant part, to do or express something within a 

																																																													
6 Muller et al. “A Theory of Collective Empathy in Corporate Philanthropy Decisions,” Academy of Management 
Review. Jan 2014, Vol. 39 Issue 1, p. 1-21. 
7 An intimate relationship with a small institution might qualify, so long as the intended beneficiaries of the donation 
are different from or broader than the institution. 
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personal relationship.  Thus, the “intimate” in intimate donating does not refer to feelings of 

personal warmth toward everyone affected by a particular issue, such as all breast cancer 

survivors (although such feelings are sometimes an effect of intimate donating).  Nor does 

intimacy necessarily involve only positive emotions; an intimate relationship constituted by 

feelings of resentment or unwanted obligation can also motivate intimate donating.8  Intimacy, 

and intimate emotions, as I use those terms here, are also distinct from emotions toward large 

groups of people or abstract principles.9  Rather, the “intimacy” in intimate donating refers to 

any sort of affective orientation toward a personal relationship. 

The third characteristic of intimate donating is that the donation must be directed to an 

organization that assists a group, or addresses an issue, that is larger than, and/or entirely distinct 

from, the participant(s) in the personal relationship.  For example, while Milo donated money in 

honor of his Uncle Fred, he donated to the American Parkinson’s Disease Association, which 

serves many people with Parkinson’s and their caregivers.  If Milo had donated to a fund only for 

Fred’s medical expenses, that would not have been an intimate donation, on my definition.  

The structure of intimate donating  

While donating is often perceived as involving two entities, the donor and the recipient, 

intimate donating involves at least three distinct roles: the donor, the recipient,10 and the known 

person to whom the donor stands in an intimate relationship. In many cases, there is also a fourth 

role, the asker: the person who solicits the donation from the donor.  The asker is often herself 

motivated by an intimate relationship with a known person (who the donor sometimes also 

knows), but these roles can be configured in many different ways. For example, in the Ice Bucket 

																																																													
8 Zelizer (2005) esp. p. 14-15 distinguishes intimacy from positive affect and caring.   
9 Such as those that Martha Nussbaum discusses in Political Emotions (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2013). 
10 The distinction between the recipient organization and the people that organization serves is important, but not 
relevant here. I discuss it below. 
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Challenge example mentioned above, Ralph’s college buddy who initially tagged Ralph was an 

asker and Ralph was a donor, but when Ralph tagged other friends, he also became an asker. 

Likewise, when Monica ran in the Komen Race for the Cure, she was both an asker and a donor. 

The asker role can be held by children (e.g. Girl Scouts selling Girl Scout cookies) and 

individuals who are deceased; it can also be shared. For example, Fred and his wife Barbara 

shared the role of asker when Barbara (enacting a plan jointly made before Fred’s death), 

requested donations to the Parkinson’s Foundation in Fred’s honor.   

When a donor makes a donation in response to an asker’s request, they share agency 

over, and responsibility for, that donation. However, they have different roles and exercise 

different kinds of power over it.  Askers instigate the donation process, choose a recipient 

organization, and often ask many potential donors to donate to that organization; askers also 

sometimes exert significant social or emotional pressure on potential donors to donate. Donors, 

in contrast, do not do any of these things, but they control the purse strings and must decide 

whether to accede to a given asker’s request. In some cases, such as the Ice Bucket Challenge, 

they must decide whether to become askers themselves.11 As I discuss below, this complex 

shared agency between askers and donors complicates efforts to assign responsibility for the 

political effects of intimate donations. 

In some cases have no emotional connection to the issue for which they are raising funds, 

e.g. kids participating in a school-sponsored dance-a-thon for the American Cancer Society.  

Often, however, askers are motivated by a tragedy suffered by someone close to them.  For 

example, Monica asked for donations because her good friend is fighting cancer; Barbara asked 

because her husband, Fred, died.  Askers ask their own friends, colleagues, and relatives to 

donate; these potential donors might be close to the person directly affected by the tragedy, but 
																																																													
11 Thanks to Andrew Gates for pointing this out. 
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they might not. Thus, intimate donating can be extremely emotionally intense for askers, but is 

often less so for donors. This also has implications for how responsibility for the political effects 

of intimate donating should be assigned. 

Religious donations and embedded giving 

In the United States, a little less than one third of individual charitable donations are 

made to religious institutions, such as congregations and churches.12 Such donations are only 

intimate if they are aimed at achieving a personal relationship goal, such as pleasing one’s 

parents.  Thus, some religious donations are instances of intimate donating, while others are 

not.13   

Another important set of cases are those that involve “embedded giving,” or market-

based transactions in which the seller makes a donation for every item that is sold.  For example, 

if I buy a t-shirt knowing that 10% of the proceeds will go to a charity, that is embedded giving.  

Because it is a kind of purchase, embedded giving at first seems quite different from intimate 

donating.  However, the notion that donations are one-way transfers rather than exchanges is 

often inaccurate; even in cases of more traditional donating, donors often receive something 

tangible in exchange for their donation, such as a certificate, wall calendar, tax deduction, or 

membership in a group.  The difference between buying a shirt knowing that the seller will 

donate 10% of the proceeds to charity and making a donation to a charity and receiving a t-shirt 

as a thank you gift is more a matter of how those exchanges are described and understood, and 

the social meanings that are imputed to them, than an objective feature of the exchanges 

themselves.  For example, if I buy Girl Scout cookies because I really like Thin Mints, that is a 

																																																													
12 http://www.nptrust.org/philanthropic-resources/charitable-giving-statistics. Religious donations have declined 
slightly, from 34% in 2008 (http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/alfresco/publication-pdfs/413277-The-
Nonprofit-Sector-in-Brief--.PDF).     
13 Donating in response to a felt intimate relationship with God could function in the same way as intimate donating 
in response to a relationship with a human being, but I leave that possibility aside here.  
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purchase.  If my primary intention is to support the Girl Scouts’ programs, then the exchange is 

more like a donation. If my aim is to express loving support for a particular girl scout by buying 

cookies from her, then I am making an intimate donation.   

Some donations are clearly intimate; some are clearly not; some are borderline cases.  

Figure 1 is a schematic representation of key relationships among the different forms of donating 

discussed in this section (along with mega-philanthropy, discussed below).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 1. The relationships among different kinds of donating. (Image not to scale and does 

not reflect the fuzzy boundaries of the categories.) 
 

II. Intimate Donating and Global Justice 

According to some theories of global ethics and global justice, some individuals and 

societies have very demanding reparative, compensatory, utilitarian, negative, and/or 

intermediate duties to transfer much of the money they possess to others, in particular, people in 

distant countries who are very badly-off. In this essay I remain mostly agnostic about the 

persuasiveness of these arguments. This might not be apparent. Because I am asking about the 

normative status of intimate donating, it might seem as if I am assuming that individuals have 

normative discretion regarding where they send their charity dollars. This, in turn, seems to 

All	donating	
Mega-philanthropy	

Religious	donating	

Intimate	donating	

Embedded	giving	
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suggest that I reject any theory of global justice or individual duty to alleviate poverty that 

directs individuals to use their charity dollars to address severe poverty.14   

However, a distinctive feature of intimate donating is that it often replaces other intimate 

activities, such as sending flowers, buying a birthday gift, or flirting.  There is therefore no 

reason to assume that intimate donations should come out of an individual’s donation budget (or 

out of money that would, in a more just world, be collected by the government and 

redistributed).  Intimate donations can just as easily come out of a donor’s budget for gifts or 

leisure activities.  While there is some empirical evidence that individuals in fact do make 

tradeoffs among donations,15 and not between donations and other kinds of discretionary 

spending, there is nothing logically or empirically necessary about this. Indeed, as I discuss 

below, there might be some mental double-accounting here: individuals give themselves moral 

“credit” for making a donation rather than pursuing their intimate relationship goals in other 

ways, presumably because of the donation’s broader effects, but they do not treat the donation as 

generating the sort of political responsibilities generated by other activities with broader effects, 

such as voting.   

So long as one thinks that it is morally justifiable for individuals to spend money on 

intimate relationships, for example by sending flowers when someone dies or buying birthday 

gifts for loved ones, one cannot object, on distributive grounds, to intimate donations that replace 

those activities.  Therefore, the only redistributive theories that reject intimate donating outright 

are those, such as very strict versions of Effective Altruism, that assert that individuals should 

																																																													
14 Cites: Singer, Effective Altruism, Pogge.  
15 E.g. research on “funding cannibalism.” In particular, it appears that at least 50% of donations are “substitutive” 
rather than “accretive” (these terms from Pogge 2006): they are, in effect, taken from other recipient organizations 
(MacAskill, “Cold Hard Truth about the Ice Bucket Challenge”).   
 



11	
	

direct not only all of their charity budget, but also all of their discretionary spending on intimate 

relationships, toward addressing severe poverty.   

 
III.  How and why intimate donating has been overlooked by scholars of politics 

Political theorists and philosophers have written a great deal about charity and 

philanthropy, but from what I can tell they have said virtually nothing about intimate donating as 

a distinct phenomenon. In this section I discuss three prominent political theoretical literatures 

about charity and philanthropy and show that they do not address intimate donating; I then 

consider why scholars of politics have overlooked intimate donating.  

A recently burgeoning literature on large-scale “mega-philanthropy” argues that it 

constitutes unaccountable, centralized power over decisions that should be made 

democratically.16  From this perspective, intimate mega-philanthropy is a secondary concern, 

because the fundamental worry about mega-philanthropy is unaccountable centralized power 

itself, not the possibility that mega-philanthropists will use that power to engage in intimate 

donating.  Likewise, small-scale donating (whether intimate or not) seems unobjectionable, 

because there is no centralization of power.  Although intimate donations can be for any amount 

of money, in the rest of this essay I focus on small-scale intimate donations in order to 

foreground issues raised by intimacy as opposed to those raised by scale. 

Some utilitarian and cosmopolitan theorists, such as Peter Singer, argue that well-off 

individuals living in rich countries have strong moral duties to donate large sums of money to 

charities that aid very poor people living in poor countries.  Debates about these arguments often 

focus on practical conflicts between duties to distant others and duties to friends and family.17  

																																																													
16 Saunders-Hastings, Reich, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/politics/gates-foundation-accused-of-
dangerously-skewing-aid-priorities-by-promoting-big-business-a6822036.html  
17 Scheffler, Kolodny, Richard Miller. 
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Intimate donating presents a problem with a fundamentally different structure.  Rather than a 

conflict between, for example, donating to Oxfam and buying an expensive birthday gift for 

one’s child, intimate donating involves donating to Oxfam as a birthday gift for one’s child; that 

is, it involves pursuing intimate relationship goals via donating money.  As we will see, intimate 

donating does generate conflicts between responsibilities to friends and family and 

responsibilities to distant others, but they take a different form. 

A third literature criticizes “charity” in general.  Critics of charity argue that it 

exacerbates power and status inequalities between donors and recipients, fails to acknowledge or 

redress underlying and historic injustices, and is too unreliable, inconsistent, reactive, and small-

scale to address large-scale social problems.18  Some of these critics think that charity should be 

improved; others think that it should be replaced by taxation and redistribution, at the national or 

global level. These criticisms of charity are relevant to intimate donating because intimate 

donating is a kind of charity, but they do not acknowledge anything distinctive about intimate 

donating.  Yet as I have already begun to suggest, intimate donating has its own distinctive 

structure and dynamics.  Because it is unlikely to disappear soon, it is important for both critics 

and supporters of charity to understand these dynamics.19  This is especially the case if, as I 

suspect but cannot prove, intimate donating is worse than other kinds of donating along some of 

the dimensions that concern critics of charity, but is also a kind of donating that even these critics 

might be tempted to see as relatively innocuous.  

“Separate spheres” thinking 

																																																													
18 Mathew Snow, “Against Charity” Jacobin, 8.25.15. Online at https://www.jacobinmag.com/2015/08/peter-singer-
charity-effective-altruism/ offer a good overview. Also, GA Cohen, Pogge, Deveaux. 
19 There are also other discussions of donating in the PT literature, e.g. Pevnick on tax exempt status. I have focused 
here on the literatures that stand in the most complicated or closest relationship to the literature on intimate donating.  
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Why have supporters and critics of charity alike said so little about intimate donating? 

One plausible explanation is that we still retain traces of what I will call “separate spheres” 

thinking.  Separate spheres thinking conceptualizes the social world as comprised of distinct 

spheres, such as the intimate, political, and economic spheres.  From the perspective of separate 

spheres thinking, if donating is intimate, it cannot also be political.  

Stated so flatly, separate spheres thinking might seem like a straw man. However, it is 

consistent with several prominent accounts of the relationship between intimacy and politics. On 

one of these accounts, intimacy undermines political action, for example when a focus on our 

intimate lives draws us away from politics, as discussed in the literature on utilitarianism and 

cosmopolitanism mentioned above.  On another account, intimate relationships function as a 

training ground for political action, e.g. when our intimate attachments improve our political 

judgments by enabling us to more vividly imagine the intimate attachments of distant strangers.20  

On a third account, intimacy motivates political action, for example when parents of a child 

killed by gun violence become anti-gun violence activists.  Of these three accounts, only the first 

conceives of intimacy and politics as directly opposed. However, the other two conceive of them 

as broadly distinct. 

Not everyone accepts separate spheres thinking. As Ann Phillips notes, “feminists have 

long been wary of the doctrine of separate spheres.”21  They recognize that what happens inside 

the home profoundly structures public life (in civil society, the market, and formal political 

institutions), and that concepts such as power and justice are relevant to relationships inside the 

home.  This perspective yields a fourth account (or set of accounts) of the relationship between 

intimacy and politics, according to which the boundaries among the spheres range from blurry to 
																																																													
20 Nussbaum, Poetic Justice. 
21 Ann Phillips, “Does Feminism Need A Conception of Civil Society?” in Alternative Conceptions of Civil Society, 
eds p. 75. 
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non-existent.  From the latter perspective, “the personal is political.” Intimate action just is 

political action.  

Even feminists who endorse some version of “the personal is political” have not 

discussed intimate donating as a political activity, so separate spheres thinking isn’t the only 

reason why the political dimensions of intimate donating have been overlooked.  However, 

compared to separate spheres thinking, the feminist account of the relationship between intimacy 

and politics is a far better jumping off point for examining the political effects of intimate 

donating. 

 
IV. The Possible political effects of intimate donating 

Starting, then, from the idea that the personal is (or can be) political, I turn next to 

offering several reason why intimate donating is likely to have a range of political effects, some 

of which are likely to be negative. I unfortunately cannot offer a detailed empirical picture of 

these effects here.  Doing so would require extensive original empirical research—research that, 

it would seem, has not been done precisely because intimate donating has not been recognized as 

a distinctive political activity.22 Instead, I elucidate the underlying logic of intimate donating in 

order to show that it probably has some of the political effects discussed below.  While this claim 

is vague, it gets us where we need to go: to the conclusion that, individually and collectively, we 

should orient ourselves toward intimate donating as not only a personal and private activity, but 

also a political one.   

A. The general political effects of (small-scale) donating  
																																																													
22 An especially difficult challenge in measuring the effects of intimate donating empirically is identifying an 
appropriate counterfactual.  For example, is the appropriate counterfactual a world with much less donating overall 
(because if people can’t engage in intimate donating they will donate much less), or a world in which people have 
come to understand the limitations of intimate donating, and so donate the same amount of money but in other 
ways? Another advantage of focusing on underlying logics and dynamics is that it enables me to bypass this 
question. 
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My argument is not merely that intimate donating has political effects; it is that intimate 

donating has a distinctive logic that makes it likely to have political effects.  However, donating 

(in general) also has political effects. I begin with these general political effects because I will 

argue later that one distinctive “second order” political effect of intimate donating is that it 

obscures intimate donating’s other political effects (both those that are distinctive and those that 

are shared with other kinds of donating). So if we want to understand the full force of the 

(distinctive) tendency of intimate donating to obscure intimate donating’s political effects, we 

need a full account of those effects, even those that are shared with other kinds of donating. 

While donating to a political organization like the Democratic Party or the NRA is clearly 

a political act, what about donating to 501(c)3 registered non-profit organizations, such as the 

American Cancer Society and the American Heart Association?  While these organizations are 

often perceived as apolitical, they engage in extensive advocacy work in which they take 

controversial positions and create winners and losers.  For example, the American Heart 

Association/American Stroke Association’s  

advocacy presence continues in Washington, DC, and includes efforts in all 50 states and 
Puerto Rico. Similarly, the association’s public policy agenda has grown, extending 
across a broad spectrum of issues from research and prevention to treatment and access to 
emergent cardiovascular and stroke care at the federal, state, and community levels.23 

 
The AHA/ASA also advocates on NIH funding, health care reform, physical education in 

schools, and “Good Samaritan” laws.  It engages in legislative, regulatory, media, and grassroots 

advocacy.24  Other large health charities do so, as well.25     

																																																													
23 Goldstein et al., “American Heart Association and Nonprofit Advocacy: Past, Present, and Future A Policy 
Recommendation From the American Heart Association.” Online at 
http://circ.ahajournals.org/content/123/7/816.full.pdf. 
24 Ibid. 
25 More examples.  
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 What about non-profits that provide direct service but do not engage in advocacy?  As 

critics of charity argue, by providing basic services on a large scale, charities can “substitute” for 

governments, thereby allowing the state to contract.  However, contrary to what critics of neo-

liberalism sometimes suggest, non-profits do not necessarily shrink the state.  As just noted, 

some of them lobby for more government action, and thereby help to expand the state.  Many do 

both.  Either way, they have political effects. 

 Yet another way that seemingly apolitical charities can have political effects involves 

how they frame large-scale social issues.  For example, in their public communications, large 

disease-focused charities can either highlight or obscure the role of structural factors in 

contributing to or exacerbating the effects of particular diseases, which in turn influences public 

perceptions of how responsibility for addressing these effects should be assigned.  

B. The distinctive political effects of intimate donating26 

i. The logic of intimate donating encourages individualized, care-based responses to large-
scale social problems  
 

I just noted that even putatively apolitical organizations that do not do advocacy can help 

to frame public perceptions of large-scale social problems.  The logic of intimate donating 

suggests that it does this in a particular way: it encourages organizations that receive intimate 

donations to frame social issues as matters of care and personal responsibility, rather than 

injustice and governmental responsibility, and to operate in a register of care and concern, rather 

than political anger or outrage. 

As I discuss further below, this seems to happen because donors have what I will call a 

desire for emotional homology: they want the organization to which they donate to operate in the 

																																																													
26 Intimate donating might have other kinds of effects, e.g. on intimate relationships themselves, but I leave these 
effects aside here.  
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same register of intimate love and concern that motivates their donation.  When organizations 

accede to this desire, they attract yet more intimate donors who share it, and a cycle is created.  

This cycle is likely to disadvantage poor and marginalized people, because structural inequalities 

and lack of resources and reduce their ability to address challenges such as serious illnesses 

individually.   

For example, consider two advertisements from the Susan G. Komen Foundation 

soliciting intimate donations (Fig 2).27   

28 

 Fig. 2. Two online advertisements from the Susan G. Komen Foundation. 

These advertisements suggest that donating to Komen is akin to kissing a friend or relative who 

is fighting cancer; Komen thus offers the service to donors of enabling intimacy-at-a-distance. 

Correspondingly, Komen frames dealing with cancer as a personal responsibility requiring 

individual-level motivation and loving support from friends and family, not a political issue of 

structural injustice to which the appropriate response is political anger.  Consider, for example, 

Komen’s “I AM THE CURE” campaign, which focuses on personal responsibility:  

I AM THE CURE.® is a breast health program that motivates people to take action steps 
that may reduce their risk of breast cancer. It speaks to the importance of early detection 

																																																													
27 While these examples are from 2015, King, Pink Ribbons Inc. (2006) made a similar point 10 years ago. 
28 Both of these images came up on my FB feed 8/15. 
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and healthy living while encouraging everyone to make a lasting "Curemitment" to their 
breast health.29 
 

ii. The logic of intimate donating suggests that it exacerbates existing social inequalities 

The logic of intimate donating also suggests that it tracks, and perhaps even exacerbates, 

existing social inequalities, compared to plausible alternatives.  In the contemporary U.S., white 

people tend to be related to, and friends with, other white people.  White people also tend to be 

richer than African-Americans and Latinos.  While rich people do not donate more as a 

percentage of their income than other economic classes, they do donate more in absolute terms.  

This means that a general social practice of intimate donating in the contemporary US likely 

directs funds disproportionately to causes and organizations that affect white people and that 

white people care about.30  

This can happen in two different ways. One involves donations that echo or amplify the 

passions of the donor’s friend or relative, such as Milo’s contribution to penguin conservation in 

honor of Uncle Fred; I call these amplifying donations.  The second involves donations that 

address an issue that affects the donor’s friend or relative, for example, Milo’s donation to the 

American Parkinson Disease Foundation in honor of Uncle Fred. I call these ameliorating 

donations.31   

																																																													
29 http://apps.komen.org/raceforthecure/  checked 8/15. Because breast cancer disproportionately affects women and 
women are seen as occupying the intimate sphere, one might wonder whether the tendency of intimate donations to 
have these sorts of effects is limited to organizations that address “women’s issues.” This does not seem to be the 
case.  For example, ALS primarily affects men, but the Ice Bucket Challenge operated in an individualized and 
apolitical register, as does the Wounded Warrior project. 
30  As compared to other possible ways of donating.  On class segregation in the US: Emily Badger, “Rich people, 
surrounded by other rich people, think the U.S. is richer than it really is” Washington Post July 28 2015. Giving USA 
2015 presents a complex picture, rendering further empirical inquiry necessary. Blacks and whites are equally 
generous, but donate to different things. Poor people donate a higher percentage of their income than wealthy 
people, and donate more to social service-type organizations. 
31 Because people often care deeply about issues that affect them, some donations are both amplifying and 
ameliorating.  For example, we can easily imagine that Monica’s friend with breast cancer is both affected by the 
disease and cares about it, or that Keisha’s cousin is a veteran.  In yet other cases, donations are neither amplifying 
nor ameliorating.  For example, Ralph’s college friend was neither affected by, nor seems to care that deeply about, 
ALS.  Is there a term for these kinds of donations, or just standard intimate donations?  
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In a racially segregated and economically stratified society, ameliorating donations from 

white people go disproportionately toward diseases that disproportionately afflict white people—

and away from diseases that disproportionately affect other groups.  For example, ameliorating 

donations made by whites in the U.S. are likely to flow disproportionately to ALS, and away 

from Sickle-cell disease, type-2 diabetes, and malaria—not because white people are explicitly 

racist (although some are),32 but because they are responding to issues affecting their friends and 

relatives, who are disproportionately white.33    

In addition, when a rich person who is not from a socially marginalized group dies, the 

cause of death is often relatively easy to pinpoint: heart disease, cancer, Parkinson’s disease, etc.  

However, when a poor and/or socially marginalized person dies, the cause of death is often more 

complicated.  While the primary or official cause might be a specific disease, such as lung 

cancer, other factors, such as stress (including stress caused by racism), poverty, pollution, and 

social isolation often also play a role.34  Yet because ameliorating donations forge a particular 

kind of link between grieving for a person who has died and addressing the cause of their death, 

																																																													
32 Prior individual decisions made by whites, e.g. rejecting non-whites as friends or marriage partners, or choosing to 
live in a segregated neighborhood, do contribute to the segregation and inequality that, I am suggesting, non-racist 
intimate donating decisions can exacerbate.  (Cites: Tyler Cowen article about how rich people marrying each other 
exacerbates inequality, and Sonu Bedi on sexual injustice.) 
33 ALS primarily affects white men in their 40s and 50s; sickle cell disease primarily affects African-Americans; 
Type 2 Diabetes disproportionately affects African-Americans and poor people, and malaria affects people in sub-
Saharan Africa. South Asia, and Latin America. Sickle-cell disease is a devastating inherited disease that causes 
severe pain; average life expectancy for people who have it is mid-40s.  While direct comparison is difficult because 
sickle cell is diagnosed at birth and ALS is diagnosed later in life and many people die a few years after diagnosis, it 
is striking that over 70,000 people in the US have sickle cell disease at any one time, while 30,000 people have ALS.  
Without in any way downplaying the horror of ALS, it appears that sickle cell is just as bad as or even worse, in 
terms of its prevalence, the physical pain that it causes, and its effects on life expectancy.  While there are no doubt 
many reasons why the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge became such a phenomenon, it seems plausible that part of the 
explanation is that the U.S. is a racially stratified society, and the group disproportionately affected by ALS consists 
of white men. There have recently been some tremendous breakthroughs in treating sickle cell. Cf. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/to-your-health/wp/2015/08/19/scientists-are-crediting-the-ice-bucket-
challenge-for-breakthroughs-in-research/ 
34 For example, higher death rates among African-American women with breast cancer appear to be due not only to 
higher rates of especially lethal subtypes of breast cancer, but also broader social factors such as access to medical 
care and trust in doctors. (cite.) 
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they are likely to be directed toward easily identifiable, concrete causes of death, not underlying 

structural causes.  

In principle, amplifying donations have the potential to be more varied than ameliorating 

donations.  For example, in the contemporary US, donations to environmental causes and 

organizations that address absolute poverty can be amplifying, but not ameliorating.  However, 

amplifying donations replicate whatever biases shape the passions of the donor’s friend or 

relative.  In addition, both ameliorating and amplifying donations are sometimes constrained by 

norms of politeness that lead askers to search out the most uncontroversial, seemingly apolitical 

organizations addressing a particular issue. 

iii. The logic of intimate donating suggests that it has exclusionary expressive effects  

If Bill Gates personally donates a million dollars to address issue X, we know that one 

person—Bill Gates— cares about issue X.  In contrast, if 100,000 people donate $100 each to 

address issue X, we know that 100,000 people care about that issue (or care about people who 

care about it).  While the amount of money donated to address issue X is identical in these 

scenarios, their expressive effects differ dramatically.  Unlike large-scale donations from wealthy 

individuals like Gates, large numbers of small donations, for example in the Ice Bucket 

Challenge, can shape perceptions of what “the public” or “mainstream America” cares about. 

This means that if intimate donating causes many small-scale donations to flow 

disproportionately to issues that affect white people, it causes the social expression of care and 

concern to flow to them as well. 

One reason why donating can be expressive in this way is because of the relative ease of 

representing large-scale patterns of individual donating visually.  Thus, the large number of 

participants in the Ice Bucket Challenge was apparent on many Facebook feeds.  The eventual 
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criticism of the IBC, in the form of the “clean water challenge” and the “bullet bucket 

challenge,” suggested that some members of socially marginalized groups felt disvalued by it.   

Cumulative patterns of donating are also represented in charts such as this one:  

  
Figure 3. Source: http://www.iflscience.com/health-and-medicine/infographic-shows-differences-
between-diseases-we-donate-and-diseases-kill-us. 

 
Although this chart is in some respects highly misleading, it conveys what might well be a valid 

point: that funding to address particular diseases is allocated disproportionately in favor of 

diseases that affect rich white men and against diseases that disproportionately affect other 

populations.35 According to this chart, funding for ALS and prostate cancer, diseases that 

primarily affect white men and men, respectively, is three positions higher than the number of 

people killed per year, while funding for diabetes, a disease that disproportionately affects poor 

people and racial minorities, is three positions lower than number of deaths.  

																																																													
35 Private funding for fighting particular diseases should not simply be a markup on the number of people those 
diseases kill.  Other factors, such as the time of life a disease strikes, the pain and suffering that it causes, the 
potential for making breakthroughs (especially breakthroughs that will have broader effects), and (though more 
controversially) whether it is caused by behaviors under the control of the person affected, plausibly have 
implications for the amount of public funding that should be made available.  
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iv. Intimate donating might make donating less cost-effective 

Because intimate donating is motivated in part by a desire to express something to a friend 

or relative, it often takes an embodied form.  In order to express love or concern in a way that a 

friend or relative will find persuasive, it is sometimes not enough to send a check or push a 

button; one must also involve one’s body in a more significant and visually dramatic way.  In 

some cases, this bodily enactment is economically costless, for example growing a moustache 

for “Movember.”36  In other cases, however, the logistics surrounding this bodily enactment 

can—while contributing other kinds of value, such as camaraderie and fun— end up 

undermining the explicit practical goal of donating, for example, when the cost of putting on a 

race has to be subtracted from the money raised.   

v. The logic of intimate donating suggests that donors and askers might not choose 
recipient organizations carefully or hold them accountable after the fact.  
 

Insofar as intimate donors are motivated by intimate relationship goals and view their 

donation as an intimate activity, they are less likely to pay attention to the potential political 

effects of their intimate donations, both ahead of time, in deciding where to donate, and after the 

fact, in holding the recipient organization accountable.  With regard to the former, intimate 

donating constrains the range of recipient organizations to those that address issues that affect the 

donor’s friends and family members (ameliorating donations) or that are important to the donor’s 

friends and family members (amplifying donations).  Indeed, rather than choose where to donate, 

donors often simply respond to askers’ requests. The question that donors take themselves to 

face is not “which cause should I address and which organization working on that cause should I 

fund?”, but rather “is the recipient organization sufficiently ‘above the bar’ that I can pursue an 

intimate relationship goal by donating to it without seriously sacrificing my integrity?”  The 
																																																													
36	Ironically, the putative social “sacrifice” of growing a cheesy moustache is precisely what makes it socially 
advantageous to those who do it.  	
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asker is not constrained in this way, but is often facing a tragedy suffered by someone close to 

them, and so faces emotional hurdles to holding recipient organizations accountable. All of these 

factors, together with shared agency over the choice of recipient organization, also seems to 

make it less likely that donors will hold the recipient organization accountable after the fact.   

While intimate donating can get friends and relatives talking about particular cases, 

norms against “talking politics” with friends and relatives, especially in emotionally intense 

intimate contexts (e.g. funerals, weddings), can also stifle more vigorous debate.  Moreover, 

conceptualizing donating as a gift or expression of love or concern is likely to make more 

vigorous political deliberation about it seem inappropriate or ungrateful.  One does not look a 

gift donation, or a gift donation request, in the mouth. 

Below is a summary of the potential political effects of intimate donating discussed in 

this section (fig. 4).  Even though I have only identified the mechanisms that make these effects 

likely, rather than offered empirical proof that they occur, I believe that this is enough to show 

that our default view of intimate donating should be that it is both an intimate and political 

activity. 

 

All donating 
Influence policy and/or expand government action via advocacy 
Provide services that substitute for and so contract the state 
Influence how social problems are framed 

Intimate donating 

Encourage individualized, care-based response to social problems 

Exacerbate social inequalities 
Express disrespect or unconcern for marginalized social groups 
Lower cost-effectiveness 

Reduce donors' attention to selecting recipient organization carefully and holding it 
accountable for other political effects 

Figure 4. Some potential political effects of intimate donating. 
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I argued above that compared to separate spheres thinking, the feminist insight that the 

personal is political provides a stronger basis for recognizing the political dimensions of intimate 

donating.  However, in order to think about what we should do about intimate donating, 

individually and collectively, we need something more.  To see why, we need to return briefly to 

separate spheres, and identify a different alternative to it. 

V. From Separate Spheres to Intimacy as Activity 
 

The descriptive version of separate spheres thinking, described above, suggests that the 

world is carved up into different spheres.  The normative version, to which I now turn, suggests 

that it should be carved up into different spheres. Normative separate spheres arguments are very 

common in political theory.  Liberals such as Deborah Satz, communitarians such as Michael 

Sandel and Michael Walzer, and radical democrats such as Wendy Brown make separate spheres 

arguments. Many of them are concerned about the logic of the economic sphere intruding into 

the political and intimate spheres.  Some libertarians hold normative separate spheres positions 

as well. Even if they welcome the marketization of the intimate and political spheres, they argue 

against the incursion of intimate relationships or political regulation into the economic sphere.37   

Confronted with the potential negative political effects of intimate donating, normative separate 

spheres thinking suggests that we must recognize donating for what it is— a political activity 

located in the political sphere— and ward off incursions of intimacy into that sphere.   

In Undoing the Demos, Wendy Brown is primarily worried about the incursion of a logic 

of “economization” into the political sphere.  That is, she is worried about the “usurpation of 

homo politicus by homo economicus” (201). For Brown,  

neoliberal reason, ubiquitous today in statecraft and the workplace, in jurisprudence, 
education, culture, and a vast range of quotidian activity, is converting the distinctly 

																																																													
37 Discussed by Illouz, Cold Intimacies.  Zelizer characterizes some libertarians as “nothing but” theorists: they 
think that there is “nothing but” markets. 
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political character, meaning, and operation of democracy’s constituent elements into 
economic ones.”38  
 

However, Brown’s normative concerns about the economic sphere invading the political sphere 

are also directly relevant to the relationship between the intimate and political spheres.39  Brown 

argues that “when the domain of the political itself is rendered in economic terms, the foundation 

vanishes for citizenship concerned with public things and the common good” (39).  Likewise, a 

central allegation against intimacy is that it can turn attention away from public things and the 

common good.40 The synergy between economy and intimacy as threats to the political is 

apparent in the concept of “privatization”: this term opposes both an economic sphere based on 

private property and an intimate sphere based on private life to a political sphere centered on 

“public things and the common good.” As Bonnie Honig asks rhetorically, “might 

neoliberalism’s indiscriminate privatization of public things and its proliferation of desire for 

private, commercial objects, constitute its own specific—even world-ending—challenge to 

democracy?”41  In other words, according to the normative separate spheres view, invasions of 

the political sphere by both the economic and intimate spheres are worrisome because they direct 

attention toward the private realm of personal consumption within the household and away from 

public, democratic life.   

This gloss on Brown’s normative separate spheres argument seems at first to both capture 

what is wrong with intimate donating and gesture toward a better approach.  It suggests that the 

problem with intimate donating is that— as we saw in the Susan G. Komen Foundation 

																																																													
38 Brown, Undoing the Demos, 17. 
39 Brown discusses the relationship between homo economicus and issues of gender (99-107), making points 
that are consistent with but not quite the same as the claim I’m making here.  
40 Ara Wilson (2016) (citing Berlant 1997, 98) talks about how intimacy used to be more public, but it became 
privatized.  In Ch. 2 of Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas also offers historically- and 
sociologically-inflected discussion of how norms of intimate conversation moved via coffeehouses into political life.  
I am trying to figure out how to incorporate more discussion of this into this already too-long paper.  
41 Bonnie Honig, “Public Things” Jonathan Lear’s Radical Hope, Lars von Trier’s Melancholia, and the Democratic 
Need, Political Research Quarterly 2015, Vol. 68(3) 623–636. Italics in original. 
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advertisements discussed above— it allows the registers and norms of intimacy to obscure the 

political dimensions of breast cancer as an issue, e.g. its intersection with issues of structural 

inequality.  It further suggests that a better approach would keep intimacy out of donating, and 

instead treat donating as a political activity, like voting or other more agonistic or deliberative 

forms of mass political participation.   

A seemingly plausible example of this is donating to another breast cancer organization, 

Breast Cancer Action.42  As this screengrab from BCA’s website suggests, it operates primarily 

in a register not of love and concern, but rather anger and confrontation. 

 

 Figure 5. Breast Cancer Action home page screengrab (12.31.15). 

Correspondingly, Breast Cancer Action puts much more emphasis on structural injustice than 

Komen does: 

There are differences in how specific communities experience and are impacted by breast 
cancer incidence, mortality and survival. These disparities in breast cancer stem from a 
complex interplay of economics, power, racism and discrimination that lead to a variety 
of social injustices, including major inequities in healthcare…[M]oving focus away from 
an individual’s behavior and lifestyle choices, to issues outside an individual’s control, 
such as institutional power and discrimination is vital.43 
 

																																																													
42 http://www.bcaction.org/ checked 12.31.15.  A full and rigorous content analysis of these two sites is beyond the 
scope of this paper. These examples are only meant to be suggestive. 
43 http://bcaction.org/our-take-on-breast-cancer/inequities-and-social-justice/#sthash.vOujcZtc.dpuf.  My italics. 
Retrieved 8. 15. 
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Comparing these two organizations, it seems plausible to say that if Komen staved off the 

intrusion of the intimate sphere into its self-understanding and self-presentation, it would be 

more like BCA in its foregrounding of issues of power and structural inequality.   

However, closer inspection of BCA’s actual practices reveals something surprising—or 

at least, surprising from a separate spheres perspective: despite operating in a register of anger 

and resistance and highlighting issues of structural injustice, BCA solicits and accepts intimate 

donations. For example, donors to its “Don’t Pink For Me” campaign, which seeks to “cut[] 

through the pink noise to tell the hard truths about this disease and challenges ‘pinkwashing’ 

hypocrisy and the pink ribbon culture that have become the status quo of the breast cancer 

industry,”44 posted messages next to their donations such as “happy birthday Corrine” and “Miss 

you, Aunt Rose.”45   

Contrary to initial appearances, then, BCA has in no way banished intimacy.  Rather, it 

seems to have found a way to make intimate donating consistent—or at least, somewhat 

consistent— with an adequately political orientation toward breast cancer as a social issue. This 

sort of “cohabitation” of the intimate and the political has been emphasized by cultural 

sociologists who not only reject separate spheres thinking, but also offer an account that differs 

significantly from (though it does not explicitly reject) the feminist argument that the personal is 

political.   

In making her separate spheres argument, Brown frequently uses martial language that 

invokes one sphere violently invading another: there is “vanquishing” (35), “threat” (208), 

“incursion” (209), “unleashing” (155), and “vengeance” (22).46 The implication of this language 

																																																													
44 http://dontpinkforme.causevox.com/ 
45 Screen grab on file with the author. 
46 Although economization is “more termitelike than lionlike” (35).  
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of asymmetric warfare is that when one sphere invades another, the sphere that is invaded 

changes, while the sphere doing the invading remains unchanged.  Thus, Brown writes: 

When the construction of human beings and human conduct as homo oeconomicus 
spreads to every sphere, including that of political life itself, it radically transforms not 
merely the organization, but the purpose and character of each sphere, as well as relations 
among them (33-34).   
 

Yet cultural sociologists such as Viviana Zelizer and Eva Illouz have argued that this picture is 

often inaccurate.47 As Zelizer writes,  

across a wide range of intimate relations, people manage to integrate monetary transfers 
into larger webs of mutual obligations without destroying the social ties involved. Money 
cohabits regularly with intimacy, and even sustains it.48 
 

For example, paying for in-home health care does not necessarily make that care less 

warm and affectionate.  It might make it more warm and affectionate, by making the caregiver 

less resentful.  While Zelizer is writing about (what are often called, though she rejects this 

language) the economic and intimate spheres, my suggestion is that intimate donations to BCA 

are an example of cohabitation, however uneasy and partial, between intimacy and politics 

(partial because intimate donations to BCA seem to avoid some negative political effects, e.g. 

framings of social issues that downplay structural factors, but not necessarily others, e.g. holding 

recipient organizations accountable). Recognizing this cohabitation means recognizing intimacy 

and politics not as geographic domains, but rather as activities.  Donors to BCA are doing 

intimacy and politics simultaneously. 

Interestingly, the structure (although not the explicit thrust) of Brown’s argument makes 

room for Zelizer’s insight.  Brown distinguishing between “economization,” on the one hand, 

and “monetization” and “marketization” on the other; she only criticizes the former.  For Brown, 

																																																													
47 A good account of the two literatures: http://tcr.sagepub.com/content/18/4/469.full.pdf 
48 Zelizer 2005, around 28 (check). My italics.  Though I have not seen it mentioned, there is an interesting parallel 
to colonialism here, and the ways in which colonization changed the colonizers. 



29	
	

economization—a process in which various pursuits are “increasingly configured as strategic 

decisions and practices related to enhancing the self’s future value”49— does not take place only 

in the realm of money and markets.  For example, I can treat my dating life in an economistic 

way without paying for Match.com.  In other cases, economization and marketization do overlap. 

For example when public services are outsourced to private companies, those services are 

provided in an actual market and they adhere to an economistic logic of profit maximization that 

Brown rejects.  This conceptualization (which can be visualizes as a Venn diagram of 

economization and marketization/monetization as two overlapping circles) leaves open the 

possibility that there exists a third category of cases: cases of marketization without 

economization—that is, cases in which money and markets are present, but the economistic logic 

that Brown criticizes is not.50 In making room, conceptually, for this last category, Brown 

implicitly acknowledges that some economic activities don’t have the reductive or invasive 

character that she criticizes.   

Zelizer’s explicit argument about cohabitation and Brown’s accommodation of the 

possibility of marketization without economization have major implications for how we respond 

to intimate donating. They suggest that, rather than prevent the invasion of intimacy into the 

properly political realm of donating, a better approach is to find ways for the intimate and 

political elements of intimate donating to, in Zelizer’s term, “cohabit.” This requires 

conceptualizing intimacy and politics not as spheres with hard or fuzzy boundaries, but rather as 

activities that people do—and in particular, activities that they can do in different ways.  

To begin to think systematically about what this cohabitation might look like in the 

context of intimate donating, where economic, intimate, and political activities must cohabitate, 
																																																													
49 Brown, Undoing the Demos, 34. 
50 Brown does briefly discuss a “noneconomistic and non-marketized form exchange” that takes the form of 
“religious and moral-political sacrifice” (215). 
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it is useful to look first at how economic and political activities can cohabitate, and how intimate 

and political activities cohabitate.  An example of the former might be a non-intimate donation to 

a candidate for elected office.  While separate spheres theorists might describe this as the 

economic sphere invading the political sphere, the intimacy as activity lens urges us to also 

consider the possibility that, especially if the donation is small, it functions as a form of political 

speech—that is, the economic logic of the transaction gives way, at least in part, to the political. 

Likewise, consider, as an alternative to intimate donating, intimate activism, for 

example, relatives of people killed by police brutality becoming activists for police reform.  

While separate spheres theorists might see this as an example of the intimate invading the 

political, closer examination sometimes reveals activities that focused on altering public 

policy (i.e. political in a narrow sense) but also shot through with intimate emotion and 

understanding that is the result of intimate relationships.51   

Compared to donating to political candidates (which combines economic and political 

activity) and intimate activism (which combines intimate and political activity) intimate donating 

is more complicated because it combines economic, intimate, and political activity.  The question 

is whether the economic and intimate dimensions of intimate donating can be enacted in such a 

way that its political dimensions, including its potential negative political effects, can be 

recognized, monitored, and addressed.52   

 
VI. Individual responsibility for the potential negative political effects of intimate donating  

 
																																																													
51 If I can make space I would love to develop this discussion of intimate activism.  Other possible examples: 
HIV activism in the US/Gay Men’s Health Crisis (Deborah Gould) Mothers of the Plaza del Mayo in Argentina.  
52 Another example of cohabitation I plan to discuss in future version of this paper are the “Pilgrim hikes” of 
Suffragists in the US in the 1910s, which stand in marked contrast to today’s walk-a-thons.  Hikers supported each 
other through close intimate friendships, but they also disagreed bitterly among themselves on political strategy and 
faced antagonistic, and sometimes violent, crowds. Jaime Schultz, “The Physical is Political: Suffrage, Pilgrim 
Hikes and the Public Sphere” Women, Sport, Society: Further Reflections, Reaffirming Mary Wollstonecraft 
 By Roberta J Park, Patricia Vertinsky (Routledge: 2013). 
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One way to do this is to assign responsibility for the potential negative political effects of 

intimate donating to individual intimate donors themselves. To see both the promise and 

limitations of this proposal, we can compare intimate donating to voting.  In most elections for 

public office in the US, the chances that any one individual’s vote will determine who wins is 

vanishingly small.53  Nonetheless, there is a very widely-shared view in liberal democracies that 

voters have a political responsibility to attend to the overall public good (however that is 

conceived) when deciding whether and for whom to vote.54  Yet it is entirely possible that the 

political effects of, for example, voting for president in the US are smaller than the political 

effects of donating $100 to the American Cancer Society.  If voting has an even smaller political 

effect than donating, but generates a responsibility to attend to overall consequences, then 

donating seems to generate a similar responsibility.   

 What would individual political responsibility for intimate donating involve? It would 

likely involve carefully investigating, with an eye toward overall consequences, which causes (if 

any) to support, which organizations working on those causes to fund, and how much money to 

donate.  It might also involve following up after the fact to hold the recipient organization 

accountable, pressuring that organization to collect and disseminate feedback from its intended 

beneficiaries, or deliberating with other potential donors or consulting independent experts. 

   A skeptic might counter that voting generates political responsibilities not (only) because 

of its political effects but also because it is an inherently political activity. However, this seems 

																																																													
53 Individual voters can affect the margin by which one candidate wins, and in so doing influence that candidate’s 
political capital once elected.  By voting, individual voters can also help to legitimate the overall political system or 
encourage a general social practice of voting.  However, all of these effects are tiny.  Eric Beerbohm, In Our Name. 
54 Given that invocations of the “public good” and the “public interest” have sometimes been used to trample the 
rights of minorities, I have some qualms about using the term here.  However, I mean to draw a contrast between 
attention to these matters and a focus on intimate relationships. In addition, if the reader rejects my characterization 
of the US public, the argument can take a second-person form.  If you, dear reader, think that voters should vote in 
the public interest, then you should also accept the idea that they should donate with an eye toward the public 
interest. 
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to beg the question, because whether or not intimate donating is a political activity is precisely 

what is at issue.  Moreover, while the value of political action is not limited to its effects, it 

seems doubtful to me that some aspect of voting other than its consequences generates a 

responsibility to attend to its consequences. 

A central problem with assigning political responsibility for intimate donating to 

individual intimate donors is that, as I argued above, the intimacy of intimate donating seems 

likely to distract donors from discharging these responsibilities. One possible response to this 

state of affairs is that intimate donors have to step up: they should be more politically 

responsible, or avoid intimate donating. Proponents of this view might point to the fact that 

intimate voting—e.g., voting for Donald Trump to honor one’s grandmother, or for Bernie 

Sanders to woo a potential romantic partner—strikes most people as patently unacceptable 

(although as I discuss below, there is an interesting new wrinkle in this norm).  It’s not merely 

that we cannot use voting to pursue these intimate relationship goals because voting is 

confidential; even if we could use voting in these ways, it would be wrong to do so.  Again, if the 

main reason why intimate donating is wrong is that voting has political effects, then the same 

logic would seem to extend to intimate donating as well.  

There are, however, at least two dis-analogies between intimate donating and voting that 

suggest that assigning responsibility for the effects of intimate donating to donors will often be 

too demanding, epistemically and emotionally. In presidential systems such as the US, voters 

choose among a small number of candidates and have a large amount of information about those 

candidates.  Mediating institutions, including the press, political parties, and social networks, 

offer voters detailed analysis and cognitive shortcuts that they can use to decide who to vote for.  

In contrast, donors and askers have to choose among a very large set of organizations with few 
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mediating organizations to guide them, other than websites such as Guidestar and Charity 

Navigator, and intermittent journalistic exposés of organizations that have engaged in egregious 

wrongdoing.  

 In addition, while voting can be emotional, askers often request donations as a way to 

cope with intense personal tragedy.  Assigning political responsibility to askers can therefore be 

excessively emotionally demanding.  For example, it seems far too demanding to ask parents 

mourning the death of their child to exercise due diligence in deciding where to have mourners 

send donations in lieu of flowers.  While exercising this sort of due diligence might be 

comforting for some people—it might serve their intimate purposes— there is a shared social 

value in creating background conditions such that individuals facing personal tragedy are not 

expected to worry about the large-scale political effects of their actions.  Put another way, too 

much reliance on individual responsibility is not conducive to the cohabitation of the intimate 

and political dimensions of intimate donation. 

 
VII. The Institutional response  

Given the epistemic and emotional limitations of assigning political responsibility for 

intimate donating to individuals, I turn next to a complementary set of strategies focused on 

institutional design and organizational reform. One of these strategies is to reduce all donations 

by replacing private voluntary action with government provision of social services.  This is, of 

course, a very blunt instrument, with familiar costs and benefits.  

Other more targeted strategies address some (but not all) of the potential negative 

political effects of intimate donating. Ensuring that every organization has some donors who are 

not intimate might help mitigate the problem of intimate donors being less likely to hold 

recipient organizations accountable.  Likewise, broadening the mandates of recipient 
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organizations might make it less likely that donations to them would track existing social 

hierarchies.  For example, if the ALS Society addressed a wider range of degenerative disorders 

that affected different sub-populations equally, it would not have the inequitable effects 

described above. Finally, NGO watchdog groups, an attentive press, and more demanding norms 

of transparency would lower the epistemic costs, to individual askers and donors, of discharging 

their political responsibilities.  

My point here is not to mount an all-things-considered defense of these reforms, but 

rather to highlight the ways in which changes to institutional rules and organizational structures 

can shape possibilities for the intimate and political dimensions of intimate donating to 

cohabitate.  

 
VIII. Habits, norms, and social conventions  

While institutional and organizational reform can reduce the epistemic costs to 

individuals of discharging their political responsibilities for intimate donating, it is not clear that 

such reforms can reduce the emotional costs (other than by simply reducing the prevalence of 

intimate donating itself).  To do this, we must turn to the role of habits, norms, and social 

conventions. In particular, we must attend to the habits, norms, and social conventions that 

constitute how we “do” intimate emotions, and thereby mediate the effects of intimacy on 

politics.  In other words, rather than ask whether particular intimate emotions are consistent with 

an adequately political orientation toward intimate donating, we need to instead ask whether 

particular ways of doing particular intimate emotions are consistent with an adequately political 

orientation toward intimate donating (i.e. one that recognizes and responds to its potential 

negative political effects). To illustrate I turn next to five brief examples.  
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Shift from ameliorating to amplifying donations.  For the reasons discussed above, 

ameliorating donations might end up being, in general, more politically progressive than 

amplifying donations.  If this is the case, then we might ask why only expressions of grief and 

celebration (e.g. sending donations in lieu of flowers, wedding gifts) take the form of amplifying 

donations, while expressions of support tend to be limited to ameliorating donations.  For 

example, if someone committed to alleviating global poverty is diagnosed with breast cancer, her 

friends and relatives might donate to a breast cancer organizations in her honor, but they would 

likely not donate to a poverty relief organization. But given that a central feature of serious 

illness is that it constrains a person’s agency to pursue what they see as valuable ends, there is no 

obvious reason why we should not use amplifying donations to express support for someone who 

is sick. Changing this norm regarding what it means to “do” friendship and warm collegiality 

would make it easier for some donors to engage in intimate donating without having their 

donations track existing inequalities. 

Shift from ameliorating donations focused on the cause of death to ameliorating 

donations focused on early death more generally.  When someone dies, askers often request 

ameliorating donations aimed at addressing the specific cause of death of the person who has 

died (e.g. donations to the Parkinson’s association in memory of Uncle Fred).  One obvious 

reason for this norm is that people want to fight the disease that killed their loved one.  But it 

seems just as plausible to say that the bad thing in this sort of situation is that someone suffered 

and died prematurely—not that they suffered and died early from a particular disease.  On this 

view, mourners can express their grief by donating to an organization that prevents as much 

suffering and early death as possible.55  This, again, would reduce the tendency of intimate 

donating to track social inequality.  Thus, rather than asking individuals who are grieving the 
																																																													
55 MacAskill, William. Doing Good Better. 
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death of a loved one to donate to an organization that does not resonate with them, which seems 

excessively demanding, I am suggesting that we ask why some ways of grieving resonate with 

people while others do not.  

Drop the desire for emotional homology. As I noted above, donors and askers often seem 

to desire homology between their own love and concern for a friend or relative and the emotional 

register of the organization to which they donate; this desire can lead to a self-perpetuating cycle 

in which organizations frame the issues they address in ways that are meant to appeal to donors 

who desire this homology.  Yet there is no intrinsic reason why an expression of loving concern 

can’t take the form of a donation to an organization that operates in a register of anger or 

confrontation, as donations to BCA demonstrate. Closely connected to dropping the desire for 

emotional homology is rejecting a conception of intimate emotions as pure and politics as 

dirty.56 This shift would make it easier for intimate donors to support organizations working in 

more confrontational and agonistic emotional registers, because they would not experience those 

registers as contaminating their expressions of intimate love and care.57   

Demand temporal homology from each other. Intimate donating sometimes allows us to 

express ongoing love and concern for someone via a one-time click of a button. Some recipient 

organizations make this easier by framing their donations as expressions of ongoing 

commitment. For example, the motto of the Wounded Warrior Project, which provides services 

to injured US veterans, is “The Greatest Casualty is Being Forgotten.”  Yet it is not obvious why 

we should find such fleeting actions plausible expressions of commitment. If we rejected them, 

																																																													
56 Discuss concept of the “pure gift” (John Parry) and its connection to both the rise of economic exchange and its 
implications for the politics of intimate donating  
57 There have recently been many examples of individuals asking friends, family, and others to vote a particular way 
in their obituaries in lieu of flowers. While we sometimes admire the chutzpah of people who do this (see, e.g. 
(https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/01/24/the-dead-people-of-america-really-dont-want-
hillary-clinton-to-be-president/, I suspect that many of us would be more critical of anyone who actually acceded to 
a dead person’s request in this regard.  



37	
	

donations might go down, but donors might also do more to, for example, show their ongoing 

commitment to their loved one by following up with the recipient organization and holding it 

accountable.  

These examples suggest that how we do intimate emotions mediates the effects of 

intimate emotions on politics.  This conception of the relationship between intimacy and politics 

has implications far beyond intimate donating.  It suggests that wherever intimate emotions play 

a role in political life, we should think not only about whether those emotions are consistent with 

individuals discharging their political responsibilities, but also whether different ways of “doing” 

intimate emotions make this easier or more difficult. 

 
VIII. Conclusion 

Scholars of politics have paid almost no attention to intimate donating. I have argued here 

that this is a mistake.  We have good reason to think that intimate donating has several kinds of 

political effects, some of which are likely to be negative.  We should therefore treat intimate 

donating as not only a personal and private but also a political activity.  Contrary to what 

normative separate spheres thinking suggests, however, this does not require locating donating in 

the political sphere and staving off intimacy’s encroachment into that sphere.  Rather, we should 

view intimacy and politics as activities, as things that people do, and ask how these activities can 

cohabitate in the context of intimate donating.  This requires attending to issues of individual 

political responsibility, institutional and organizational reform, and the habits, norms, and 

conventions that constitute how we “do” intimate emotions. 


