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It has recently been brought into question as to whether Americans
should be able to deduct charitable donations from their taxes.
Stanford political science professor and philosopher Rob Reich
vehemently opposes deductions for many reasons: primarily, from a
basis of justice and fairness. However, I argue that certain donations
should be tax deductible for various reasons, namely, that the donated
money goes to improving the country and, perhaps, even the world.
Furthermore, donations beget donations and thereby take a burden
off the government to provide goods and services for those in need. In
this essay, I will demonstrate why tax deductions should exist and who
should receive them.
There is a debate over what donations to what organizations should be
tax deductible, with complications arising over the differences between
non-profits and for- profits. Reich writes, somewhat rhetorically,
If…anything that is not personal consumption…should be deductible
from the donor’s tax base, then a billionaire businessman’s donation of
a million dollars to Wal-Mart, a for-profit company, to encourage its
efforts in union busting, ought to be deductible.
I strongly disagree, because although the money may be going to a
good cause within the company, Wal-Mart is still a for-profit business.
Wal-Mart sells products and takes full profit from them, making
billions of dollars as a result, with profit as its raison d’etre. Nonprofits, on the other hand, function primarily on donations and, apart
from the money needed to pay employees, do not take in any net
income. Wal-Mart would thrive fruitfully even without donations. If
it didn’t, then the public would have voted with their dollars in the
capitalist marketplace. In contrast, a non-profit could not survive
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without donations. Wal-Mart has the resources to manage its unions,
for example, but a non-profit can only survive with donations, and
donations would likely be acquired only if they are tax deductible.
The U.S. should continue to give tax breaks on donations to charitable
non-profits. The nation needs charities. Charities take care of what the
government does not, making the nation and world an overall better
environment. And as sad as it is, many people would not donate to
charity or would give less if they did not get a tax deduction for it.
As New York Times journalist Robert Shiller writes, our tax deduction
system encourages charitable giving, especially in the case of wealthier
Americans. Even Reich takes into account that, “when tax benefits for
charitable contributions decreased one year, short-term studies would
document a significant decrease in giving for that year,” (194). Though
a tax break may not be a wholly admirable reason to donate, a donation
is a donation. If it is going to a good cause, the reasoning behind it
should not be considered. If tax deductions were discontinued, many
non-profits would collapse, leaving more people, places, and projects in
need of resources from the government. The government would then
end up having to spend valuable resources picking up the pieces of what
the non-profits had previously been supporting. This problem would
not arise with for-profits, as they can fend for themselves. Therefore, I
conclude that tax deductions are necessary on donations made to nonprofits in order to promote a more healthy and prosperous society.
Related to this question is the issue of determining which charities and
organizations should receive tax-deductible donations. Many people
agree that donations to charities such as the Red Cross, Habitat for
Humanity, or other similar organizations should be tax-deductible. The
money given to these charities clearly goes towards making the world a
safer, better, and nicer place. However, it is unclear to many where the
line should be drawn between charities and other organizations, such
as public or private schools and religious organizations. I argue that tax
breaks should be given on donations to public schools, but not private.
The reason for this is that private schools charge a tuition to attend,
and many also receive generous donations from wealthy alumni or
parents who care enough about the success of the school or their
child’s education to donate regardless of a tax break. Public schools,
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on the other hand, are paid for by the government. They may receive
large donations just as private schools do, but these donations have to
be spread much thinner than those at private schools, because they
must pay for necessities such as teachers, school supplies, etc. (as there
are no funds from tuition). If the government decides to reduce tax
breaks, then donations to public schools will likely decrease, forcing
the government to put more money into the schools. By cutting tax
breaks, the government is virtually making more work for itself.
In the case of religious organizations, tax deductions should not be
given. I believe this simply because America was founded on the
principle of the separation of church and state. Therefore, forcing people
to support religion, even indirectly, goes against the Constitution.
Furthermore, though many churches do use donations for community
purposes, such as church-sponsored charity functions, often churches
use donations to improve the church itself. Improving the church itself
is clearly not a charitable purpose, and therefore, for this reason as well
as the separation of church and state, tax breaks should not be given on
donations to religious organizations.
There are countless reasons why tax deductions on charitable donations
should not be reduced. Primarily, donations to charity will be reduced
if tax breaks are cut. When asked in conversation what happens when
incentives to donate are removed, Marketplace writer David Brancaccio
responds, “There are a bunch of studies—and they don’t all agree, but
the estimate is last year we gave $290 billion to charity—[and the
studies show that] if they messed with the charitable deduction, [we]
would lose about $1 billion to $3.2 billion.” If tax breaks are reduced,
people will give less to charity, meaning that the government will have
to pick up the slack. The government will end up having to spend a lot
of time, money, and overall resources on projects and endeavors it had
never even considered.
Reich discusses the topic of itemized tax deductions and his
philosophical problems with tax policies. He suggests that itemizing is
a flawed system because it is only available to certain people. Citizens
are allowed to itemize deductions only if their total specified payments
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made during the year exceed the standard deduction for their filing
status. Therefore, Reich argues that itemizing benefits the rich—i.e.
if two donors make the same donation, shouldn’t they receive the
same percentage deduction? However, this is a case of theory versus
practice. In theory, everyone should have the same tax cuts, but in
practice, not everyone has the same resources, such as personalized
tax accountants. This means that many people do not receive tax cuts
on eligible donations or purchases simply because they do not know
these deductions exist.
In the case of progressive taxation, Reich believes it is not entirely due
to the “upside-down effect” that those in the highest tax bracket receive
the highest deductions, meaning that the richer one is, the less that
giving to charity actually costs. For instance, if a person in the highest
tax bracket donates $100 to charity, he might receive $35 back, whereas
if someone in a lower bracket donated $100, he might only receive $15
back. While I do believe that this system should be improved to make
tax breaks more equal for everyone so that more of the middle class
and poor will have incentive to donate, I do not believe it is unfair the
way it is now. The rich are already taxed so heavily that it makes sense
for them to receive higher tax breaks on donations. Furthermore,
the rich have a lot to give, so greater tax breaks encourage them to
donate more. Lastly, itemization and progressive taxation are not
purely negative, because the subsidy is “treasury efficient”: as long as
the charities are legitimately beneficial then the government does not
need to fund the social issues the charities address and therefore needs
fewer tax dollars.
In conclusion, tax deductions should be given to certain charities
simply because it encourages people to donate and, consequently,
betters the nation and the world. Although Reich believes deductions
should be discontinued on the basis of unfairness of itemization and
progressive taxation, deductions are necessary to increase donations
so that the government does not have to end up paying for the services
that charities had provided before. However, I do not believe that
deductions should be given blindly. Religious organizations should
not receive deductions on donations because we have a separation of
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church and state in this country, and to privilege religious institutions
by conferring special tax status goes against this. Deductions should be
given to public schools and to charities that use their money to directly
benefit the community, nation, or world around them. Without tax
breaks, our country will inevitably go downhill, as we need deductions
on donations to keep charities running.
Bibliography
Brancaccio, David. Interview with Kai Ryssdal. Marketplace,
Economy 4.0. Aired Nov. 8, 2011.
Reich, Robert. “Toward a Political Theory of Philanthropy.”
Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society, Stanford University.
Shiller, Robert. “Taxes Needn’t Discourage Philanthropy.”
The New York Times, July, 28, 2012.

