
Elites, Philanthropy, and 
Social Responsibility

Week 10
Elites and Inequality





Today we will...

- Situate new ‘shiny’ philanthropy in larger history of giving

- Think about philanthropy normatively (or what should be the 
role of philanthropy)

- Discuss three ways to study philanthropy empirically (or what is 
the role of philanthropy)



What is philanthropy after all?

Giving

Charity Philanthropy

PhilanthrocapitalismCorporate 
Philanthropy



What should be the role of 
philanthropy in society?



What should be the role of philanthropy in society?

● Comfortable relationship with liberty and equality…

● ...but at odds with democracy?

● What should the state do?

● What about civil society?



… what is the role of philanthropy in 
society?

or how to study it empirically 



‘Follow the Money’ approach

- Methodologically, how does it look 
like?



‘Follow the Money’ approach



‘Follow the Money’ approach



‘Follow the Money’ approach

1. Where and how major foundations 
get involved in trying to reform 
education?

2. What does this mean for politics?

....



● 1736 Employees
● $66 billions in grants since inception
● $6.7 billion in 2021
● Warren Buffett’s donations since 2006: $35.7 billions
● Trust endowment of $53.3 billion

‘Follow the Money’ approach: the Gates Foundation





‘Follow the Money’ approach: the Gates Foundation



‘Follow the Money’ approach: the Gates Foundation



‘Cultural Sociology’ approach: Billionaires Wilderness



‘Cultural Sociology’ approach: Billionaires Wilderness

- Connoisseur Conservation

a. Feel Good altruism: ‘ protecting nature is a selfless act of virtue’

b. Conservation therapy: ‘ protecting nature is therapy for stressed out hard- working 
professionals’

c. Selective science: ‘ everything in balance’ while ignoring established scientific causes of 
environmental problems.



‘Grant-making Infrastructures’ approach

Opening the black-box of philanthropic organizations.

● How do foundations’ grant-making activities work and influence policymaking?

● How does private money make certain actors more or less capable of influencing 
policy making? Is it deliberate?



‘Grant-making Infrastructures’ approach

Grant-making activities and public policy

- Two ideal-types of foundations
- Field-oriented (Topmkins-Stange, 2016)
- Outcome-oriented (Topmkins-Stange, 2016)



‘Grant-making Infrastructures’ approach

- Three modes of engagement

- Lobbying vs advocacy
- Private ‘policy’
- Private ‘participation’ in policy



Wrapping up,

while there is a normative case for 
philanthropy in liberal democracies...



...(limited) research so far has shown 
that it is not always beneficial for 

reducing inequality.


