
Philanthropy Under Fire: A Critical
Examination of the Role of Foundations in
American Society
Philanthropy is a cornerstone of American society. For centuries, wealthy
individuals and families have donated their money to support a wide range
of causes, from education and healthcare to the arts and social services.
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In recent years, however, philanthropy has come under increasing scrutiny.
Critics argue that foundations have become too powerful and that their
unchecked influence is undermining democracy.

In his new book, Philanthropy Under Fire, Duke University law professor
Zephyr Teachout takes a critical look at the role of foundations in American
society. Teachout argues that foundations have become "shadow
governments" that are not accountable to the public.
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Teachout points to a number of examples of foundations using their wealth
to influence public policy. For instance, she notes that the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation has spent millions of dollars to promote its education
reform agenda, even though there is little evidence that its programs are
effective.

Teachout also argues that foundations are often used by wealthy donors to
avoid taxes. She notes that many foundations are structured as charitable
trusts, which allow donors to avoid paying taxes on their investment
income.

Teachout's book is a timely and important contribution to the debate about
the role of philanthropy in American society. She raises serious questions
about the power and influence of foundations and calls for greater
transparency and accountability.

The History of Philanthropy in America

The history of philanthropy in America dates back to the colonial era. In the
early days of the republic, wealthy individuals and families often donated
their money to support religious institutions and educational institutions.

In the 19th century, the rise of industrial capitalism led to the creation of a
new class of wealthy individuals. These individuals often used their wealth
to establish foundations to support a variety of causes.

The 20th century saw a significant increase in the number of foundations in
America. By the end of the century, there were over 100,000 foundations in
the United States, with assets totaling over $1 trillion.

The Role of Foundations in American Society



Foundations play a significant role in American society. They provide
funding for a wide range of causes, from education and healthcare to the
arts and social services. Foundations also play a role in public policy, often
funding research and advocacy efforts.

There are a number of benefits to philanthropy. First, it allows individuals
and families to support causes they care about. Second, it can help to
address social problems that the government is unable or unwilling to
address.

However, there are also some potential downsides to philanthropy. One
concern is that foundations can be used by wealthy donors to avoid taxes.
Another concern is that foundations can be used to influence public policy
in ways that are not in the best interests of the public.

Philanthropy Under Fire

In recent years, philanthropy has come under increasing scrutiny. Critics
argue that foundations have become too powerful and that their unchecked
influence is undermining democracy.

One of the main concerns about foundations is that they are not
accountable to the public. Foundations are not subject to the same
transparency and disclosure requirements as other public institutions. This
makes it difficult for the public to know how foundations are using their
money and what influence they are having on public policy.

Another concern about foundations is that they are often used by wealthy
donors to avoid taxes. Foundations are structured as charitable trusts,



which allow donors to avoid paying taxes on their investment income. This
can result in a significant loss of tax revenue for the government.

Finally, critics argue that foundations are often used to influence public
policy in ways that are not in the best interests of the public. Foundations
can fund research and advocacy efforts that promote the interests of their
donors or that support particular political ideologies.

The Future of Philanthropy

The future of philanthropy is uncertain. Some experts believe that
foundations will continue to play a significant role in American society, while
others believe that their influence will decline.

One of the biggest challenges facing foundations is the increasing scrutiny
they are receiving from the public and from policymakers. Foundations will
need to be more transparent and accountable if they want to maintain the
public's trust.

Foundations will also need to address the concerns about their role in tax
avoidance and their influence on public policy. Foundations can play a
positive role in society, but they need to be accountable to the public and
their actions need to be in the best interests of the public.

Philanthropy is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. It has the
potential to do great good, but it can also be used for harmful purposes. It
is important to be aware of the potential benefits and risks of philanthropy
so that we can make informed decisions about how to support it.
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