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W O R L D

PHILANTHROPY    

DEMOCRACY
In his new book, David Callahan, the founder and editor of website Inside 

Philanthropy argues that philanthropy by today’s uber-wealthy can disrupt the 
course of democracy – especially when it replaces state funding. Ross Davies met 
the author to discuss the socio-political complexities of giving in modern society

 W
hat do you do when you’re 

richer than Croesus? Or, 

rather, what should you 

do as a member of that 

distinct class known as the 

super wealthy?

It’s clearly a question that has been playing 

on the mind of Jeff  Bezos. Th e Amazon CEO 

and Founder recently took to Twitter to appeal 

for advice on a new “philanthropy strategy”. 

It’s a move that surprised philanthropic 

circles. Bezos, who is reportedly on the verge 

of becoming the world’s richest man, is not 

known for his overt generosity in the same 

way uber-wealthy peers Bill Gates, Mark 

Zuckerberg and Warren Buff et are. 

Th at particular triumvirate are signed up 

to the Giving Pledge, a commitment by the 

world’s wealthiest people to commit more 

than half their wealth to charitable causes 

and philanthropy – either during their 

lifetime or posthumously. Bezos, however, 

has so far resisted the urge to join a club 

that now has 158 members on its books.

Th e direct motivation behind Bezos’s 

awakening is unclear – although, in his 

tweet, he did praise the work of Mary’s 

Place, a non-profi t day centre for the 

homeless in his hometown Seattle, 

of which Amazon is an offi  cial sponsor. 

Let’s hypothesise a moment. Who’s 

to say Bezos couldn’t transmute this 

inspiration into setting up fellow day centres 

up and down the US, benefi ting local 

communities in the process? Homelessness 

appears close to his heart – Amazon is 

currently building a homeless shelter in 

its new Seattle HQ – so why stop there? 

With such wealth and reputation, Bezos 

might even choose to wield infl uence in 

political circles to the current homelessness 

crisis in the US, in which close to 565,000 

people are reported to be on the streets. 

It doesn’t have to be contained to stateside 

activities, either. Aft er all, last year, Bill Gates 

convinced the UK government to pledge £3 

billion as part of eff orts to eradicate malaria.

But wait. Isn’t it the state’s job to curb 

destitution, just as it is to oversee education, 

health and transport? Despite coming from 

the most benign of places, are 

philanthropists in danger of subverting 

the governments we elect? 

It’s a dilemma that prompted David 

Callahan to write his new book, Th e Givers: 

Money, Power, and Philanthropy in a New 

Gilded Age. In its pages, Callahan – Founder 

and Editor of the website Inside Philanthropy 

– posits the idea of disruptive giving, in which 

philanthropy fi nds itself in competition with 

government, rather than in harmony. 

“Th e landscape of philanthropy is really 

changing right now,” he explains. “Th ere’s 

a lot of new money coming in from these 

living donors, who have made their fortunes 

as pretty hard-charging business leaders, 

and are now turning to philanthropy on 

a large scale. 

“It’s very diff erent to the philanthropic 

landscape of two decades ago when much of 

it was coming from legacy foundations. Now, 

more and more of it is made up of entrepreneur 

billionaire types, which I think raises 

questions about power in a democratic society, 

and if these people have too much infl uence.”

Philanthropists are becoming more 

ambitious, too. According to a 2013 report by 

Forbes, 'Alleviating Global Poverty: Catalysts 

of Change', 73% of 300 super-rich individuals 

surveyed admitted to aiming to infl uence 

government policies through their giving. 

Education has been the focus of foundations 

for some time, too. In recent years, there has 

been an uptick in charter schools in the US – 

much like academies and free schools in 

the UK – but have subsequently resulted in 

a decline in infl uence of teachers’ unions, 

much to the disgruntlement of members.

“Education is a great example of this,” says 

Callahan. “In an earlier era, philanthropists 

might have given money to local schools so 

they could hire more teachers or buy more 

books. Now they come in and try to change 

how the school system operates. Th at is an 

example of disruptive philanthropy, as 

opposed to contributory philanthropy.”
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Th en there is the question of motive. 

Cynics have long argued that such instances 

of largesse – especially those accompanied 

by noisy publicity – fall into the category of 

populist philanthropy, through which the 

real winners are the benefactors, as opposed 

to the benefi ciaries. It looks good to be seen 

as giving.

Others have argued that donations from 

the super wealthy only consolidate 

plutocratic infl uence over society. However, 

Callahan isn’t so sure this is a fair 

assessment.  

“It’s not like one ruling class marching 

in lockstep to a shared set of goals,” he says. 

“Th ey have a lot of diff erent goals. But I 

would say that it is certainly one more force 

right now that is expanding the infl uence of 

the far upper class at a moment when the 

wealthiest people already have a lot of 

infl uence over society – whether it’s through 

political giving, control of corporations, or 

through their visibility in the media.”

Another murky area Callahan explores in 

Givers is the tax status of private foundations 

– of which most are tax-exempt. Some 

philanthropists also choose to give through 

donor-advised funds, through which they 

are not required to give away any of their 

annual endowment. 

“Right now, the tax situation is this: 

people give money to a foundation, or to a 

charity, and they get a tax break for that,” 

he explains. “So that means a portion of 

that money is not going to the federal 

government. Th e US government loses  

about $40-50 billion a year to the charitable 

tax break. 

“I think that as the screws turn tighter 

fi scally, people will ask harder questions 

about what exactly we are getting for that 

money.”

Th is, in turn, begs another question: how 

much does the public really know about the 

make-up of philanthropic organisations,  

whether it concerns tax activities or board 

members? 

“Not very much,” states Callahan. “Th is 

is a non-transparent, murky world. I think 

most people could probably name a few 

major philanthropists and foundations. 

And most people don’t really know anything 

about that these foundations are doing. 

Even though this is a very powerful source 

in society that’s fl ying beneath the radar.”

It’s this lack of transparency that makes 

Callahan believe a “department of charitable 

aff airs” might be a good idea, through which 

compliance and regulatory issues are 

overseen. But he is loath to suggest any 

blanket mandates that could risk stifl ing 

philanthropy altogether. 

 “Th ere certainly needs to be more 

transparency around this giving, but I think 

you want to be careful about large-scale 

reforms,” he says. 

“Because, in many instances, philanthropy 

has been a very dynamic, positive force. You 

want to be careful about too much regulation 

in making it too accountable because then it 

could have the same problem the government 

has, in terms of being unable to act 

dynamically to solve problems.”

Here’s that rub again: enabling 

philanthropy as a force able to produce 

change, but that is compatible with 

democracy. Th is can sometime be a hard 

balance to achieve when philanthropists 

seek to implement change in their own 

image – despite the best of intentions.

A socialist might even argue that the super 

rich are the proximate cause of the problems 

they are seeking to remedy. Aft er all, if there 

wasn’t such a glaring divide between the 

uber-wealthy and the poor, there wouldn’t 

be a need for so many charities and 

foundations in the fi rst place. 

Furthermore, does the intervention of the 

well-heeled only give credence to the idea 

that you need to be mega rich to aff ect any 

change in the world?

“I think you have a point there,” says 

Callahan. “A lot of people already feel 

disenfranchised – that their voice doesn’t 

count because of the power of the wealthy 

and elite. 

“Now, with these philanthropists 

penetrating wider areas of society, I think 

there is a real danger that there is going to 

be an even greater sense among ordinary 

citizens that they’ve been pushed to the 

side-lines of civic life by the super 

empowered elites.”

It’s likely the Giving Pledge will see its 

list of signatories swell in the coming years. 

According to Callahan, it is almost a 

prerequisite for today’s billionaires to give 

something back to society. 

Unlike the state – oft en hamstrung by 

unwieldy constitutional requirements – super 

wealthy individuals are comparatively free. 

No motion need be passed though any houses 

of Commons or Representatives if they want 

to set up, say, a children’s foundation. 

Th is, of course, can allow philanthropy 

to thrive and deliver the kind of change that 

might inspire a government to act – of which 

Th e Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation is 

probably the best example. 

But the fundamental diff erence between 

super-wealthy donors and politicians should 

not be lost. It is this: government is elected 

by the people; philanthropic foundations are 

not. For all the good done by the latter, to 

lose sight of this is in contradiction with 

democracy. 

Th en again, as recent history has shown, 

some billionaires may choose to usurp 

philanthropy altogether and run straight 

for offi  ce instead.

W O R L D

UNLIKE THE STATE – OFTEN HAMSTRUNG BY UNWIELDY CONSTITUTIONAL 
REQUIREMENTS – SUPER-WEALTHY INDIVIDUALS ARE COMPARATIVELY FREE. NO MOTION 
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