The Great Pewgate Scandal

In a May 2005 Chronicle of Philanthropy op ed, Bill Schambra, director of the Bradley Center for Philanthropy and Civic Renewal, accused Sean Treglia, Pew Charitable Trusts program officer, of having used underhanded means to build support for passage of campaign finance reform legislation.  Schambra pointed to the uncovering of “Pewgate” as an example of the growing strength and tenacity of conservative media in general and conservative bloggers in particular.

It has now been more than a year since discussions of Pewgate made the rounds of the Blogosphere, and Mr. Treglia has not been brought to justice.  This, dear readers, is because there simply was no crime committed.  In fact, Mr. Treglia’s actions didn’t even qualify as naughty.

I was a fool to take Schambra at his word.  But I plead that his op ed was a wonderful piece of writing, weaving truths and half-truths together with the conservative soundbites you imagine think tankers practice in front of the mirror.  In his article we find old songs like:

[N]o matter what the issue … the philanthropic prescription is invariably to get the government to do more taxing and spending ….

You also find the classic:

[T]he mainstream news media has a clear ideological agenda of its own …

And my favorite:

[M]odern journalism and modern philanthropy are ideological twins.

A bizarre confraternity indeed.  Hoary conservative slogans aside, Mr. Schambra managed to make a good point about the role blogging could have in enlivening and deepening the discussion in philanthropy.  He also managed to mislead his readers.  I’ll give you ample evidence for this in a moment, but first, the set-up ...

Sean Treglia was one of three members of a panel who spoke at USC’s Annenberg School for Communication on March 12, 2004, at a conference titled, “Covering Philanthropy and Nonprofits Beyond 9/11.”*  In the course of his remarks, Mr. Treglia asserted that he had advised Pew to “be in the background”—i.e., not to proclaim its funding of campaign finance reform efforts.  It was this assertion that later led some reporters to raise questions about Pew’s commitment to “transparency.”  Likewise, Treglia’s remark that it was the foundation’s  idea to “create an impression that a mass movement was afoot” was held up as evidence that Pew was in the business of deception.  Before you know it, the conservative blogs are on a feeding frenzy, Ryan Sager writes an “exposé” in the New York Post, and Schambra jumps into the scrum with his op ed.

Regarding the transparency issue, here is what Mr. Treglia actually said:

The strategy was designed not to hide Pew’s involvement ... but most of Pew’s funding, Pew takes front and center ... you always see sort of Pew’s name ... This strategy, I advised Pew that Pew should be in the background. And by law, the grantees always have to disclose. But I always encouraged the grantees never to mention Pew ....

This was later cited as evidence that Pew was involved in some kind of cover-up.  This claim is pure nonsense.  Donors have many legitimate reasons for wanting to remain anonymous, and our society respects this donor prerogative.  In our case, Pew wanted to give its position the best possible chance at a fair hearing.  Putting its name in bold letters on its reports would have been tantamount to shouting, “Warning! This research funded by tax-and-spend liberals! Prepare to reject its conclusions!”  In sum, a donor’s legitimate desire to background his involvement is very different from his taking illegal steps to hide it.  Pew committed no crime, so there was simply no crime to cover up.

Can I get an amen here?

As for the issue of deception, the biggest storm of controversy appears to have raged around this remark by Mr. Treglia:

We wanted to expand the voices calling for reform to include the business community, to include minority organizations and to include religious groups, to counter the Christian Coalition. The target audience for all this activity was 535 people in Washington. The idea was to create an impression that a mass movement was afoot. That everywhere they looked, in academic institutions, in the business community, in religious groups, in ethnic groups, everywhere, people were talking about reform ….

Was Treglia attempting to hoodwink members of Congress?  Was the idea to create the “illusion” of a mass movement, as Schambra asserts in his op ed, rather than a mass movement itself?

If you watch the entire videotape of Treglia’s talk, as I did, and manage to stay awake during it, you will hear him describe in detail the enormous variety of organizations funded by Pew to take up the cause of campaign finance reform.  (All of this detail is conveniently missing from the New York Post transcript, by the way.)  Pew clearly went to great lengths to widen the base of support for clean elections.  It would have profited Pew nothing to build a mass movement—as it apparently did—without also giving the impression that it had done so.  In this context, Mr. Treglia’s remark was simply unremarkable.

If you’re going to fault Treglia for anything, fault him for attributing to the work of foundations everything from the Big Bang to the opposable thumb.  Criticize him for saying that the Victorians wrote the best books (in fact, they wrote the best of books and they wrote the worst of books).  Fault him, finally, for his subsequent invective against bloggers.  At least Bill Schambra flattered us in his op ed by calling us “scrappy, radically individualistic insurgents”:

[Bloggers] like nothing better than to take on tottering institutional empires, where arrogant, insulated leaders have escaped accountability for their lethargy and corruption by virtue of the fear they have instilled within the respectable, established commentariat. So it is just a matter of time before serious blogging comes to philanthropy.

But if half of what Mr. Treglia said is true—if he really was the primary architect of the strategy to pass campaign finance reform legislation in this country—we should be beatifying, not maligning him.  We have Schambra and the conservative bloggers to thank for bringing to light one of the great heroes of social justice philanthropy.

In sum, Treglia’s only misdeed was his attempt to introduce real democracy to the United States (something that might in fact be classified as “criminal activity” in these nefarious times).  The only Pewgate scandal was the truth-distorting treatment that Treglia and Pew received at the hands of conservative muckrakers and their champions.

____

* You used to be able to download a video of the proceedings from the Western Knight Center for Specialized Journalism.  Sadly, it now appears you have to request it from the archives.  You can download a partial transcript from the New York Post online edition.
