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“This will become a defining manifesto of our era.”  
—Walter Isaacson

“Walker bravely tackles the subject of inequality with one pressing  
question in mind: What can philanthropy do about it?” 

—Ken Chenault

“A recalibration and reimagination of the philanthropic model crafted  
by the Carnegie and Rockefeller families over a century ago. This new  

gospel must be heard all over the world!”  
—David Rockefeller, Jr.

“Orchestrating a dynamic chorus of vital voices and vibrant vision,  
Walker harnesses singular storytelling to catalyze ideas and  

instigate inspiration for a more just future.” 
—Ava DuVernay

“A clarion call for a new kind of philanthropy to transform our society.”  
—Joel Fleishman

“Walker illustrates how philanthropy is about more than giving money away; 
it’s about giving energy, and providing ‘righteous optimism’  

for the sake of justice.”  
—Agnes Gund

“From Generosity to Justice is a rare, eye-opening, and  
exciting read that opens both the heart and mind.”  

—Shonda Rhimes

“His bold call for business leaders to demonstrate moral courage is just one 
part of a new model for justice-minded philanthropy, one that offers both the 

advantaged and disadvantaged tangible ways to disrupt inequality.”  
—Indra Nooyi

“From Generosity to Justice shows why Darren Walker is one of philanthropy’s 
most forward-thinking and important leaders.”  

—Michael Bloomberg

Andrew Carnegie wrote “The Gospel of  
  Wealth” in 1889, during the height of the 

Gilded Age, when 4,000 American families 
controlled almost as much wealth as the rest of 
the country combined. His essay laid the foun-
dation for modern philanthropy. 

Today, we find ourselves in a new Gilded 
Age—defined by levels of inequality that sur-
pass those of Carnegie’s time. The widening 
chasm between the advantaged and the disad-
vantaged demands our immediate attention. 

Now is the time for a new Gospel of Wealth.
In  From Generosity to Justice: A New Gos-

pel of Wealth, Darren Walker, president of the 
Ford Foundation, articulates a bold vision for 
philanthropy in the twenty-first century. With 
contributions from an array of thinkers, activ-
ists, and leaders including Ai-jen Poo, Laurene 
Powell Jobs, Kenneth Frazier, Carly Hare, and 
Elizabeth Alexander, Walker challenges and 
emboldens readers to consider philanthropy as 
a tool for achieving economic, social, and polit-
ical justice. 

That task requires humility, moral courage, 
and an unwavering commitment to democratic 
values and institutions. It demands that all 
members of society recognize their own priv-
ilege and position, address the root causes of 
social ills, and seek out and listen to those who 
live amid and experience injustice.

What began in Carnegie’s day as a manual 
for generosity is now reimagined as a guide that 
moves us closer to justice—a guide that helps 
each of us find a way to contribute.

Justice is calling. It’s time we answer. 

Darren Walker is president of the Ford 
Foundation, a $13 billion international social justice 
philanthropy. He is co-founder and chair of the U.S. 
Impact Investing Alliance and the Presidents’ Council 
on Disability Inclusion in Philanthropy. 

Before joining Ford, Darren was vice president at the 
Rockefeller Foundation, overseeing global and domestic 
programs. In the 1990s, he was COO of the Abyssinian 
Development Corporation, Harlem’s largest community 
development organization.

Darren co-chairs New York City’s Mayoral Advisory 
Commission on City Art, Monuments, and Markers, 
and serves on The Independent Commission on New 
York City Criminal Justice and Incarceration Reform 
and the UN International Labour Organization Global 
Commission on the Future of Work. He serves on many 
boards, including Carnegie Hall, the High Line, and 
the Committee to Protect Journalists. He is a mem-
ber of the Council on Foreign Relations, the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the recipient of 16 
honorary degrees and university awards, including Har-
vard University’s W.E.B. Du Bois Medal.

Educated exclusively in public schools, Darren was a 
member of the first Head Start class in 1965 and grad-
uated from The University of Texas at Austin. He has 
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the Future, Fast Company’s Most Creative People in 
Business, and OUT Magazine’s Power 50.
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For David, who taught me the meaning 
of generosity, justice, and love.
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Introduction

A New Gospel of  Wealth

Never before has the world experienced so much inequality.
Thanks to major advances in technology, new entrepreneurs 

fundamentally transform the way people live and work. But these 
titans of industry also accumulate wealth on an astounding scale, 
while the vast majority remain in poverty.1 

And it’s not just economic inequality run rampant: Around 
the world, there are grand disparities in how people are treated in 
culture and in politics, who can access education and economic 
opportunity, and which groups are free to express themselves and 
participate in a democracy. Even in the most progressive, demo-
cratic countries, institutions and systems continue to marginalize 
and exclude low-income people, women, the disabled, ethnic and 
religious minorities, Indigenous peoples, people of color, and others.

I am not describing our current moment, though it may 
sound like it.

Rather, this was the state of the world in 1889, when the 
American industrialist Andrew Carnegie published the first essay 
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of what we would later refer to as “The Gospel of Wealth.” Aptly 
known as the Gilded Age, this was a time when industrialist 
tycoons enjoyed lives of unprecedented, unimaginable opulence, 
while ordinary people endured low wages, dangerous working 
conditions, and overcrowded, unhealthy living quarters.

Back then, the United States’ 4,000 richest families possessed 
nearly as much wealth as the other 11.6 million American fami-
lies combined.2 That level of stark inequality is similar to our own 
most sobering figures. Today, just the top three richest Ameri-
cans—not even close to the top 4,000—own about as much 
wealth collectively as all of the bottom half of the United States 
combined.3 Globally, 130 years after Carnegie’s gospel, Oxfam 
reports that the 26 richest individuals control as much wealth as 
the poorest 3.8 billion—half of the current world population.4 

There’s a reason many have called ours the “New Gilded 
Age.”5 Indeed, today the problem of inequality is even greater.

Economic inequality is one major form of this current cri-
sis—and the form we hear most about—but once again it is not 
the only one. We also see rampant, pervasive inequality in poli-
tics and government; in culture and creative expression; in edu-
cation and upward mobility; and—especially—in the prejudicial 
way that our institutions and systems treat women, people with 
disabilities, the LGBTQ community, Indigenous communities, 
people of color, and poor people. These different inequalities both 
cause one another and are the effects of one another. They are 
deeply interdependent and intertwined.

These inequalities are not abstract, either. They are experienced 
every day, by nearly every one of us. A distorted form of capital-
ism has produced extreme wealth for owners and daily insecu-
rity for workers. Authoritarian leaders have suppressed rights and 
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fomented division, discord, and dysfunction. Fast-moving techno-
logical innovations, full of rich potential, are instead used by both 
groups—the owners and the rulers—to suppress and supplant.

These inequalities reflect the fact that some people have a 
fuller experience of basic human rights than others do. As a result, 
these “others” have less access to democracy, social and economic 
mobility, and their own human dignity.

As the president of a social justice foundation with a mission 
to strengthen democracy, I have one presiding preoccupation: the 
staggering threat of inequality. Every day, my colleagues and I ask: 
What can we do to reduce inequality in all of its forms?

Carnegie’s answer to the imbalance of wealth in his times—
or perhaps more specifically, the displays of extravagance and 
indulgence that resulted, and the potential upheaval he feared—
was something radical. He wrote that wealthy individuals had a 
special obligation, while they were still alive, to give “benefactions 
from which the masses of their fellows will derive lasting advan-
tage, and thus dignify their own lives.”6 

In a word: philanthropy.
Carnegie’s ideas fundamentally altered the way the world 

thought about wealth and giving, and his philosophy has served 
as the underpinning of American philanthropy and, by extension, 
of giving around the world.

Since then, much of the work of philanthropy has been 
undeniably beneficial: Millions of people worldwide have been 
lifted out of poverty, protected from terrible diseases, provided 
with social and economic opportunity, and given access to new 
tools and resources with which to improve their lives.

During the twentieth century, an entire field of institutional 
philanthropy emerged and flourished in the pattern of Carnegie’s 
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mold. Iconic American families—from Rockefeller and Rosen-
wald to Mellon and MacArthur—endowed and expanded foun-
dations that built schools and libraries, developed new vaccines, 
revolutionized agriculture, and advanced human freedom. Since 
1990, the number of people living in extreme poverty has gone 
down by over 1 billion. Since 2000, maternal mortality has 
decreased in every single country (except the United States).7 The 
Ford Foundation—the organization I am honored to lead—has 
given billions of dollars to support programs ranging from public 
television in the United States, to microlending in Bangladesh, to 
the Green Revolution and beyond.

Even if you don’t work for a foundation or receive a grant from 
one, it’s very likely that your life has been positively impacted by 
philanthropy in some way.

I’ve seen this in my own life. I didn’t realize until much 
later that the Head Start school-readiness program, in which my 
mother enrolled me when I was five, had emerged from a Ford 
Foundation–funded pilot program. I was in college before I real-
ized the research that led to Pell Grants was also thanks to private 
philanthropy. Artists whom I have loved, leaders I have admired, 
movements I have followed—all have been financed, in ways 
large and small, by philanthropy.

And yet for all the good philanthropy has accomplished—for 
all the generous acts of charity it has supported—it is no secret 
that the enterprise is both a product and a beneficiary of a system 
that needs reform.

A generation ago, Henry Ford II named philanthropy “a crea-
ture of capitalism”—and called on its practitioners to contemplate 
how, as “one of [our] system’s most prominent offspring,” philan-
thropy might help “strengthen and improve its progenitor.”8
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There is no question that the systems and laws that allow 
foundations to exist—and do so without incurring a high tax 
burden—are the same systems that have contributed to the mas-
sive inequality we see today. Despite the fact that our nation was 
founded on and promotes democratic ideals, we cannot and do 
not operate democratically. And philanthropy is not accountable 
in many of the ways our public sector and other private-sector 
entities are. This is a contradiction we grapple with regularly: 
How, as beneficiaries of these undemocratic systems, can we 
repair those same systems?

It is beyond the capacity of philanthropy to fix our economic 
and political systems entirely. But I believe that as beneficiaries of 
the biases and flaws of these systems, holders of wealth and influ-
ence today—whether individuals, corporations, or foundations— 
share an urgent obligation to try.

We must try to listen, even though we may think we know 
what we’re doing, because listening is the only way to learn from 
those who have actual experience with the problem. We must try 
to bring on new partners, and collaborate in new ways with peo-
ple and movements from every walk of life—not just those who 
have access, privilege, or wealth.

We must try to strengthen democratic institutions, even 
though we, ourselves, are inherently undemocratic—because the 
strength and effectiveness of philanthropy’s innovations are deter-
mined by the strength and effectiveness of those institutions.

And of course, we must encourage a more inclusive form of  
capitalism, even though our resources are in part the result  
of biased market systems—because the market will never be free 
or just if it is not inclusive of all kinds of people, and all kinds of 
social value beyond quarterly earnings and narrow metrics.
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Capitalism does not need to be a winner-take-all system. In 
fact, capitalism and redistribution often go hand in hand. Just 
think about the hundreds of billions of dollars that Americans 
give to charity every year. But we too often forget: There’s a dif-
ference between inclusive capitalism and capitalism run amok. 
Inclusive capitalism is a system that provides fair wages and afford-
able housing, and a grid of common goods such as affordable 
education and clean air and water—it strives for an environment 
of meritocracy, not aristocracy. The more level our playing field, 
the more we can use capitalism’s undeniable productive power to 
unlock better ideas for humankind.

To do all this, we must first recognize and reckon with the 
fact that philanthropy is by no means immune from the plague of 
inequality—even if that fact makes donors and grant-makers uneasy. 
If we are to be legitimate participants in the fight against inequality, 
there is an urgency to our embracing this uncomfortable truth.

Recently, a number of journalists, academics, and commen-
tators have offered insightful, and sometimes incisive, critiques 
of philanthropy as an enterprise—among them, Anand Giri- 
dharadas, Edgar Villanueva, and Rob Reich. While I may not 
agree with aspects of these assessments, in the aggregate, they raise 
valid, valuable, substantive concerns. Many have pointed to the 
ways philanthropy replicates the worst dynamics and inequalities 
of our broader society.

Each of these criticisms highlights a very real danger: The 
way we work can easily mirror the imperfect systems that cre-
ated us, and can perpetuate injustice rather than remedy it. For 
example, we recognize that our relationship to our grantees—
even our grantees working to strengthen democracy—is poten-
tially undemocratic. With our money comes an imbalance of 
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power, which frankly will be difficult to completely erase. The 
problems—the deepest problems built into our systems, which 
we understand better than ever before—have not gone away.

And so again, we are left asking the question: What can we 
do about it?

I believe the answer is that we must move beyond generosity 
and direct our sights—and our work—toward justice.

Now is the time for a bolder vision of philanthropy, one that 
improves itself and the societies of which we are members. And 
now is the time when philanthropy should include and listen to 
more voices, perspectives, and people—because as powerful as 
philanthropy has been, and as wonderful as generosity is, we have 
an even bigger obligation to deliver justice.

I’ve been thinking about this idea for some time. Toward the 
end of 2015, in The New York Times, I first outlined a new charter 
for philanthropy—a Gospel of Wealth for the twenty-first century. 
More than a return to Carnegie, this was an invitation for more 
people to see themselves as part of the project of philanthropy. 
Whether you lead a legacy foundation or are new to wealth, a 
member of civil society or a leader of a corporation, someone 
developing policy or someone without much wealth or privilege 
at all, there is a place for you to contribute in this New Gospel.

But you might be wondering: What does it mean to move 
beyond generosity and toward justice?

I see it like this: If bringing canned goods to a food bank to 
help feed people in the community is a kind of charity—and if 
advocating for food stamps, free school lunches, and a living wage 
reflects a deeper kind of social obligation—then dismantling the 
systems of poverty and oppression that prevent people from being 
able to afford healthy food in the first place is delivering justice.
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If donating to a Kickstarter campaign to support a local artist is 
a charitable act, then building platforms that support diverse artists 
and ensure rural communities have high-quality arts programming 
is further along the spectrum toward justice. Even more just would 
be building a society that values creativity as much as capital.

If teaching inmates at a local prison is closer to charity, then 
fighting against the prejudice former inmates face in the working 
world is closer to justice. And ultimately, the acts that are most 
just are those that try to dismantle our racist incarceration sys-
tem altogether.

In short, charity might be writing a check for a cause you 
believe in, or finding ways to help individuals who have been 
affected by the scourge of inequality. But justice goes beyond 
individuals—it’s investing your money, time, resources, knowl-
edge, and networks to change the root causes that create the need 
for charity in the first place.

Advancing justice means addressing systemic issues, not just 
their symptoms. It means listening carefully to the needs of com-
munities, and giving a platform to the individuals and institutions 
that are closest to the problems themselves. It means recogniz-
ing that we cannot continue to merely ameliorate the conditions 
caused by capitalism, but must work to strengthen and improve 
the market system itself—to transform our economy, our society, 
and our government into structures that work for more people 
and create equal opportunity for all.

In other words, when we move our work beyond generosity 
and toward justice, we can make not only meaningful differences 
in people’s lives but also sustainable, structural change to benefit 
entire communities. 

And we’ve done it before.
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Immediately before and after Hurricane Katrina, the people 
of New Orleans needed help. They needed food and shelter and 
blankets. They needed clean water to drink, and boats and helicop-
ters to rescue them from flooding. In response, generous Ameri-
cans stepped into the breach—and collectively offered 330,000 
hours of service,9 over 51 million pounds of food,10 and $4 billion 
toward the immediate needs of their fellow citizens.11 Other coun-
tries donated their time, food, and money as well—including 200 
women in Uganda, who despite earning just $1.20 a day breaking 
rocks into gravel, donated $900 to Katrina victims.12

These were acts of compassion—and of charity. They were 
meaningful to the people giving as well as to those receiving—
delivering essential support and saving countless lives. But in the 
weeks and months after the storm, once the world’s attention had 
turned elsewhere, New Orleans faced a new challenge: how to 
pick up the pieces and start again.

It’s easy to forget now, but many at the time didn’t even think 
it was important to rebuild the Crescent City—including the 
then Speaker of the US House of Representatives.13 But the city 
of New Orleans needed to be resurrected, and its people deserved 
a new home.

When I served at The Rockefeller Foundation, my colleagues 
and I hoped we could make a contribution to the city’s recovery. 
Thanks to the leadership of too many local leaders, partners, and 
friends to name here, we provided a $3.5 million grant to help 
the city organize and implement the Unified New Orleans Plan, 
which incorporated widespread public participation to create 
the blueprint for much of the city’s redevelopment.14 And with 
the help of many of these partners—including the Bush-Clinton 
Katrina Fund and the Greater New Orleans Foundation15—we 
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supported collective action that helped break the bottleneck and 
make way for a more inclusive plan for development. In fact, in 
the years since, these very same partnerships have helped bring 
in hundreds of millions of federal dollars and billions in business 
investment across the city.16 

These acts are closer to justice because they go beyond help-
ing immediate needs. Instead, they are acts intended to create new 
systems and structures that serve the people who depend on them.

Of course, moving toward justice—confronting ourselves 
and examining the institutions, systems, and structures that 
benefit us and make up the status quo—will be neither easy nor 
comfortable. That’s why we need to expand our perspectives. It 
is incumbent upon everyone to ask themselves: Whom can we 
include and learn from? Whom can we support and lift up? What 
can we share based on what we’ve learned together? How can we work 
together to achieve this transformation?

And that is what this book is all about.
After writing about Carnegie and the New Gospel of Wealth 

in 2015, I heard from people in many parts of the world who were 
excited and willing to do the work of moving from charity to justice.

The more people with whom I’ve spoken, the more I’ve 
learned about what this process of pushing more of us from gen-
erosity to justice will require—and the more connections and  
resonances I’ve begun to see among the perspectives of leaders 
who are running philanthropies old and new, and are on the 
ground and organizing movements. Everyone should have access 
to the collective wisdom, guidance, and perspectives of people 
already doing this work.

This volume is a modest step in gathering the knowledge nec-
essary to move philanthropy along the spectrum from generosity 
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to justice. Here, you’ll find a set of tenets that make up a New 
Gospel of Wealth, which has emerged and been informed by my 
personal journey and the wisdom I’ve learned from others in two 
decades in philanthropy. (And you’ll see excerpts from conver-
sations with those friends—and a few conversations in full—
throughout this volume.) Together, we will explore how to:

• Recognize the privilege of perspective by seeing and 
sharing access and opportunity;

• Adopt the awareness of ignorance by learning what we 
don’t know;

• Take ownership of selflessness by giving with humility;

• Work to raise the roots by addressing causes, not 
consequences;

• Harness the power of proximity by valuing both expertise 
and experience;

• Exercise the courage of conviction by standing up and 
speaking out; and

• Promote the democracy of justice by recognizing that our 
liberation is bound together.

But first, we will examine a continuum of awareness and 
action—a spectrum that spans from generosity to justice.

As you read these pages, please consider these words to be an 
open invitation—an extended hand and an opportunity to learn, 
to grow, to get comfortable with being uncomfortable, and to 
become better. Whether you are new to philanthropy, or looking 
for new ways to achieve justice in your work, I hope you will find 
insight and inspiration.





1 

From 
Generosit y  
to Just ice
A Continuum of 

Phil anthropy 

Overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice.17

—Nelson Mandela

In 2017, Americans gave more than $410 billion to charity in the 
United States, setting a new record high for the third year in a 
row.18 More impressive still, while corporations and foundations 
accounted for some of that total, the vast majority came from 
individuals.

For many Americans, this kind of generosity is simply part 
of our character. Throughout the year, millions of us volunteer at 
homeless shelters, donate to clothing and food drives, and support 
relief efforts in the face of devastating natural disasters. Americans 
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are a remarkably bighearted people—yet we do ourselves and our 
society a disservice if we do not inform these everyday acts of 
generosity with an equal commitment to justice.

Most of us, understandably, don’t think about our individ-
ual giving in these terms. When we write a check or slip a bill 
into a donation box, we aren’t thinking about the finer differ-
ences between charity and justice. Instead, we put our faith in the 
organizations we’re supporting—trusting that they will spend our 
money thoughtfully and compassionately.

In this sense, charity is easy: a simple way to feel as though we 
are doing good. But that same comfort can also allow us to turn 
a blind eye to the underlying inequities that create the need for 
charity in the first place.

For most people, charity is an act. But in philanthropy, it 
can also be a mindset—located on one end of the spectrum from 
generosity to justice. In the decades I’ve spent working for non-
profits and foundations, I’ve seen the shortcomings of this charity 
mindset firsthand.

Indeed, many of us realize this charity mindset is insufficient. 
At its core, it focuses on the immediate. It’s limited to alleviating 
the short-term symptoms of inequality rather than addressing the 
root causes. And in philanthropy, the charity mindset can perpet-
uate a power dynamic that privileges the wishes and world view 
of those who are giving over the lived experience of those who are 
receiving. Some have even called this mode “transactional.”

There are flashes of such condescension in the original “The 
Gospel of Wealth,” in which Andrew Carnegie argues that the 
wealthy themselves know best how to spend their resources to 
benefit others. To him, the wealthy man is “agent and trustee for 
his poorer brethren, bringing to their service his superior wisdom, 
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experience, and ability to administer, doing for them better than 
they would or could do for themselves.”19

Today, it would likely be difficult to find a philanthro-
pist who would say these words. But the same arrogance that 
underpins Carnegie’s argument lives on in other, less explicit 
forms. Despite our good intentions, legacy foundations, as well 
as newly minted billionaire philanthropists, can easily mistake 
their power and privilege for “superior wisdom, experience, and 
ability to administer.” As a result, too often philanthropies treat 
their grantees—many of whom are the people and groups clos-
est to the problems we seek to solve—as contract workers rather 
than partners. Communities we serve get our support without 
necessarily getting a role in the decision-making or even a seat 
at the table.

When we approach giving in this limited way, we dimin-
ish the very people we aim to help, and end up reinforcing the 
inequalities we hope to change. We keep the power to decide and 
finance an agenda in the hands of very few, rather than includ-
ing the perspectives of those who have been historically unrepre-
sented or immediately impacted. In other words, if we offer only 
charity, we fail to address the fundamental injustices in our soci-
ety. We do nothing to transfer power back to the disempowered 
communities we claim to serve.

To shift our mindset toward justice, we must also shift our 
attention.

In this conversation about shifting philanthropy’s mindset, 
while it’s easy to focus on those who give, the distinction is easier 
to see when we focus on those we serve and put them first. Com-
munities in need intuitively understand the difference between 
charity and justice, and they often organize around and fight for 
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the latter, because it is the more sustainable remedy to structural 
inequality. Put another way: When was the last time you heard an 
activist shouting, “No charity, no peace”?   

There is so much we can learn about a justice mindset from 
those living and working on the front lines, fighting for justice 
every day. Ikal Angelei is an environmental justice leader in Kenya 
who has taken up the causes impacting Lake Turkana Basin, 
where she was raised and now lives. In 2008, Ikal began a cam-
paign against the construction of the Gilgel Gibe III Dam, a project 
of the Ethiopian government. The dam was meant to generate 
hydroelectric power for the government to sell to other countries 
such as Kenya, Sudan, and Djibouti, but the government began 
the dam project without soliciting any input from the local Indig-
enous communities—or even notifying them.

When Ikal found out, she was outraged. If the dam was 
completed, the communities surrounding Lake Turkana stood 

When we try to find other people’s solutions, we inevita-

bly cause new problems. Our intent and our impact are 

simply misaligned. That’s why we have to be mindful to 

engage with the community. That’s the difference between 

approaching philanthropy from a charity mindset and 

approaching it with a justice mindset.

— Carly Hare, coalition director of CHANGE 

Philanthropy 
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to lose a valuable water supply. Ecosystems would be uprooted, 
pastoralists and fishers would lose their livelihoods overnight, and 
water scarcity could put the entire region in even greater danger 
of armed conflict and terrorism.

In response, Ikal created a group called Friends of Lake Tur-
kana, uniting the region’s divided local communities to fight 
against the dam. She secured the support of local elders and 
chiefs, the Kenyan Parliament, and the United Nations. She even 
convinced the World Bank, the European Investment Bank, and 
the African Development Bank to withdraw their financial sup-
port for the project.

Although it was led by the Ethiopian government, the Gilgel 
Gibe III Dam has much in common with the kinds of charity- 
focused international development projects that philanthropies 
have supported for decades. Ostensibly, such projects are designed 
with the intention of bringing energy, resources, and jobs to the 
regions in question and thus stimulating local economies. But 
when they aren’t implemented carefully, these projects can do 
more harm than good—reflecting and even deepening some of 
the most entrenched inequalities that marginalized communities 
already face.

A charitable response aimed at helping the people of Lake 
Turkana might have looked very different from Ikal’s efforts. One 
can easily imagine a well-meaning philanthropist supplying food 
and water to the Indigenous communities in the area, intend-
ing to offset the disruption to their ecosystem—a short-term 
intervention that would address a real need created by an even 
larger injustice. But Ikal didn’t want to simply address the symp-
toms of injustice. So, she dedicated herself to solving the under- 
lying problem.
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Ikal’s work is a model for what philanthropy can and should 
support.  

Pushing ourselves beyond a 
charity mindset, and along the 
spectrum from generosity to jus-
tice, also requires understanding 
how the current unjust system 
benefits us—and being willing 
to implicate ourselves.

Understanding that the sys-
tem is broken is perhaps the easy 
part. Even Carnegie recognized 
that inequality was a by-product 
of the way our societies, mar-
kets, and institutions are orga-
nized—a fact that we still agree 
with and see in practice. At the 
same time, Carnegie believed 
that our society was, however 

imperfect, a meritocracy—that the men who accumulated vast 
wealth were simply endowed with more talent, skill, and intel-
ligence than others. By taking as his premise “that the present 
laws of competition, accumulation, and distribution are the best 
obtainable conditions,” 20 Carnegie (along with many of his peers) 
excused himself from interrogating the root causes of the very 
inequality he sought to ameliorate.

That’s why it is impossible for philanthropists to shift their 
mindset and their work toward justice without acknowledging that 
their means to do so—the vast sums of personal wealth that endow 
so many foundations—is often itself the product of injustice.

Justice is an unalloyed 

good. It is an end in itself, 

and every right-thinking 

person should be a seeker 

of justice, unambiguously 

and unequivocally.

— Nick Hanauer, Seattle 

entrepreneur and 

philanthropist, 

co-founder of the 

venture capital firm 

Second Avenue Partners 
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The inescapable reality is that many people don’t experience 
society as a meritocracy. For these individuals, the entrenched 
injustices of our politics, economy, and culture limit opportunity 
and perpetuate suffering. And yet by gaining an understanding 
of these systemic injustices—and their relationship to those sys-
tems—passionate social justice activists equip themselves with 
the tools to make change.

Moving from charity to justice will also mean thinking more 
deeply, shifting our perspective to consider the implications of 
every decision, and seeking out the sustainable long-term equi-
table solution. Unfortunately, a charity mindset often limits our 
focus—and our impact. We can easily imagine how an act of 
charity might make a meaningful difference in the short term 
without precipitating a lasting change. A hot meal might mean 
a great deal to a hungry family, but it doesn’t eliminate food des-
erts or establish a living wage. A disaster relief fund might help 
a city recover after a hurricane, but it doesn’t change the reality 
that impoverished areas and minority communities are the most 
impacted by natural disasters.21, 22 Writing a check for a cause you 
believe in might bring you a measure of personal comfort—and 
it likely does some good—but it doesn’t change the systems that 
make charity necessary in the first place.

Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen has thought a lot about this idea. 
She’s the founder and president of the Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen 
Foundation, an organization that seeks to improve the efficacy 
of philanthropy and to elevate, through a number of educational 
resources, both women in leadership and inclusive leadership. 
What’s more, she has taught classes on philanthropy at the Stan-
ford Graduate School of Business since 2000, is the founder and 
chairman of both the Silicon Valley Social Venture Fund and the 
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Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society, and is the 
author of the book Giving 2.0: Transform Your Giving and Our 
World. As Laura put it, “If charity is a social palliative, then jus-
tice is a social corrective. Charity is about helping people survive. 
Justice is about helping people thrive.”

Philanthropist and former Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer 
makes a similar argument. He and his wife, Connie, co-founded 
Ballmer Group, an organization that seeks to improve economic 
mobility for impoverished families in the United States. Steve put 
it this way: “Charity runs out of money. Justice with systemic 
change does not.”

Although these distinctions are important as we begin to 
evaluate how much further we can move from charity toward jus-
tice, many philanthropic institutions today don’t think of their 
work as charity. Many of these institutions still miss the mark by 
not focusing on changing the systems and structures that create 
inequality.

Over the past century, foundations like Ford have spent tens 
of billions of dollars building schools, developing vaccines, rev-
olutionizing agriculture, and advancing freedom. Those efforts 
have given millions of people opportunities they wouldn’t other-
wise have had. Philanthropies have fed the hungry, cured diseases, 
built institutions, and saved lives. Yet for all our efforts, the com-
bined wealth of all the world’s foundations, donors, and philan-
thropists hasn’t done enough to change the underlying systems 
that make our work necessary.

Even for those organizations explicitly concerned with jus-
tice, it can be hard to resist the temptation to slip back into the 
mindset of charity, to reinforce the status quo that gives us our 
privilege. As the leader of such an organization, I know firsthand 
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how easy it is to miss the forest for the trees—to become dis-
tracted by the urgent and lose sight of the greater good.

Of course, none of this is meant to diminish the importance 
of charity in our society. Charity fills empty stomachs, gives beds 
to the weary, and brings relief to the communities that need it 
most. Indeed, charity is a fundamentally human impulse. Laura 
Arnold, attorney and co-chair of Arnold Ventures in Houston, 
Texas, offered an important reminder: “I think that there needs to 
be a place for charity too, because it’s part of being human. Charity 
is one way we can be part of a society and part of a community— 
part of how we show grace and humility and humanity.”

She’s right—charity and justice must go hand in hand. There’s 
a reason doctors treat the symptoms as well as the disease.

As a physician, Dr. David Skorton knows this better than 
most. David served as the secretary of the Smithsonian Institu-
tion, and before that was the president of Cornell University, 
during which time he fundraised $5 billion. As both a fund-
raiser and a physician, David knows the need for short-term 
and long-term care. “I look at charity like addressing a symp-
tom in medicine, serving an immediate need,” David explained. 
“Justice, on the other hand, is more like treating the underly-
ing disease, the cause of the symptoms—and in an ideal world,  
preventing the situation that requires charitable actions in the 
first place.”

From a philanthropic point of view, we need both: short-
term support to care for people in need and long-term efforts to 
change the situations that cause this need in the first place.

Implemented correctly, charity can move us toward justice. 
After all, as Alice Walton, a philanthropist and the founder and 
chairwoman of the board of the Crystal Bridges Museum of 
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American Art in Bentonville, Arkansas, put it: “Charity is an act. 
Justice is an outcome.”

Going forward, we can shift our mindset and turn our 
impulse toward charity into a more intentional pursuit of justice. 
To do this, we must shift our attention to the voices of those most 
affected by injustice, because they are the ones who understand 
the problems best. They are not objects of charity, but drivers of 
change. Because justice is inclusive, we must never forget that the 
project of creating a more just world belongs to us all.

In the end, fostering a world where charity is no longer 
needed is an all-encompassing endeavor that must be approached 
from every angle and seen through every available lens. This inter-
sectional work won’t always be easy, and it will take time. But it all 
begins with us. We have to make the conscious decision to bend 
each of our acts of generosity toward justice.



2

The Pr iv ilege of 
Perspective

Seeing and Shar ing Access 
and Opportunit y

Privilege blinds because it is the nature of privilege to blind.23

—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

Successful people often attribute our successes to what we do. We 
don’t always acknowledge the circumstances that make success 
possible.

Social psychologists sometimes refer to this tendency as the 
fundamental attribution error, which was summed up quite suc-
cinctly in Harvard Business Review: “When we succeed, we’re 
likely to conclude that our talents and our current model or strat-
egy are the reasons. We also give short shrift to the part that envi-
ronmental factors and random events may have played.”24

Another word for that set of “environmental factors and ran-
dom events”—for the circumstances and systemic advantages 
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outside of our control that contribute to or create the conditions 
for our personal success—is “privilege.”

Unfortunately, those of us with privilege often have trouble 
recognizing it. But if we are to establish a New Gospel of Wealth 
for philanthropy, our first task must be to understand and make 
visible the privilege we have—as individuals and as a sector.

One of the most notable writers on this subject is Peggy 
McIntosh, who in 1988 published the seminal article “White 
Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming to 
See Correspondences Through Work in Women’s Studies.” In it, 
she identifies 46 instances from her own life that demonstrate the 
privilege she experiences almost every day.

The list is startling. It ranges from McIntosh’s experiences of 
the world—both in media and in her neighborhood—to other 
people’s perceptions of her. She sees how white privilege manifests 
in ordinary ways, at the grocery store and the hairdresser and even 
in the color of bandages. In one of the most powerful lines of the 
piece, she writes: “White privilege is like an invisible weightless 
knapsack of special provisions, assurances, tools, maps, guides, 
codebooks, passports, visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, 
and blank checks.”25 

Privilege, for all of us, is the unique set of tools we have to 
navigate the world. And understanding the origins of these tools 
is essential for those of us who seek to make the world better. In 
a 2014 interview with Joshua Rothman of The New Yorker, McIn-
tosh says, “In order to understand the way privilege works, you 
have to be able to see patterns and systems in social life, but you 
also have to care about the individual experiences.”26 

So often we talk about white privilege, which is a necessary 
lens, but not a sufficient one. As McIntosh explains:
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Whiteness is just one of the many variables that one can look at, 

starting with, for example, one’s place in the birth order, or your 

body type, or your athletic abilities, or your relationship to written 

and spoken words, or your parents’ places of origin, or your par-

ents’ relationship to education and to English, or what is projected 

onto your religious or ethnic background. We’re all put ahead and 

behind by the circumstances of our birth. We all have a combi-

nation of both. And it changes minute by minute, depending on 

where we are, who we’re seeing, or what we’re required to do.27

That’s why it’s useful for all of us to take an inventory of the 
privilege in our own lives, acknowledging our individual experi-
ences as well as the larger systems at play. We must ask ourselves: 
What are the benefits that I take for granted? What am I not thinking 
about, or worried about, that others in my community and country 
might confront on a daily basis? 

If I were to offer a piece of advice to other philanthropists, 

it would be to get, and understand, and make visible their 

own privilege—and to deal with their privilege so that 

they can be more self-aware in the aspirations they have 

for their philanthropy. If you don’t get comfortable with 

the idea that privilege is typically invisible to those of us 

who possess it, you’re not nearly as well equipped to make 

a difference for society.

— Jeff Raikes, co-founder of the Raikes Foundation
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As I reflect now on my own privilege, I realize the list is quite 
long. 

I was privileged to be born in the United States, in a place 
where even growing up relatively poor means something different 
from what it means in other parts of the world. I was privileged to 
be born in a charity hospital, to have a loving mother who worked 
hard and chose to move us to Texas, where I was surrounded by 
the love of my sisters and extended family.

I was also born male, and thus I have—in numerous ways, 
many of which are probably unknown to me—benefited from the 
ways in which our patriarchal society has placed, and continues to 
place, different demands on men and women.

I was born without any physical, sensory, or intellectual dis-
abilities—and was able to move freely through and readily access 
a world built for my body and my senses, rather than struggle 
to navigate a society that did not account for my specific needs. 
Again, the privilege is not having to worry, not having to think 
about some facet of my experience that is easy for me but that 
potentially excludes someone else.

As a black man, I was privileged to be born in 1959, to grow 
up after many of the accomplishments of the civil rights move-
ment had been won in courts and written into law. What’s more, 
if I had been born just a few years earlier, I would have missed 
being a member of the inaugural class of Head Start, which in 
many ways set the groundwork for my future academic success. 
I benefited from the pure happenstance that the government 
funded such a program, and that an organization like the Ford 
Foundation invested in the research to make it a reality.

I also benefited from individual philanthropists and scholar-
ships along the way, and was privileged to attend (as an in-state 



The Privilege of Perspective 27

student—a Texas privilege) one of the best public universities in 
the country. I could go on and on and on.

None of these acknowledgments take away from my indi-
vidual success. Rather, they put my personal accomplishments 
in a broader social context. For me, they make visible all the 
work required—from government, business, philanthropy, and 
individuals—to create the conditions that have allowed me to 
succeed. These conditions are the result of a series of active and 
passive choices made by our society.

At the same time, none of these privileges made me totally 
immune to the forces of inequality in my life. Growing up in the 
South, I was certainly aware of the way prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism—the legacy of slavery—impacted my own life and the 
lives of those around me. I saw many of my cousins, no less prom-
ising than me but lacking some of my privileges, end up trapped 
in the criminal justice system.

This is all to say that privilege impacts our lives in ways that 
are lasting and continuous and sometimes difficult to fathom. It 
can inoculate us from certain experiences of inequality without 
erasing the reality of injustice in other areas of our lives.

And these privileges come in many forms over the course of 
one’s life. I now enjoy privileges because of my current position 
and the resources and reputation of the Ford Foundation, an 
institution that existed long before I joined it.

With this in mind, we all have so much to consider—in these 
broad categories, and in more specific instances I cannot begin to 
enumerate here—and we must pause to appraise the benefits we 
take for granted. And we must remember how our privileges can 
have a compounding effect—how our circumstances can widen 
or narrow the possibility for, and trajectory of, our entire life.
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For example, being born in one place means having access 
to certain resources or schools, and those schools can open up 
certain networks and professional opportunities. In some institu-
tions, certain privileges are even codified—like how elite colleges 
give preference to legacy students, the children of graduates. This 
unearned advantage is actually systemic; schools rely on legacy 
admissions to keep a steady stream of donating parents. It’s a quid 
pro quo between the privileged school and the privileged parents, 
a distorted system of incentives that gives a handful of students 
the very opportunity that might otherwise extend educational 
privileges and compounding advantages to other families.

Yes, privilege, by its nature, creates the conditions for more 
privilege.

What’s also striking are the ways in which the privileged are 
tasked with fixing the very system that benefits us. Certainly, priv-
ilege exists across philanthropy, but I am glad leaders in the sector 
are thinking and talking about it, grappling with the responsibil-
ity it confers, and considering the need to extend those privileges 
to others.

David Rockefeller Jr. knows quite a bit about privilege. Along 
with the Carnegies, the Rockefellers are one of the founding 
families of American philanthropy, and The Rockefeller Foun-
dation (where I was fortunate to work) has aimed to “promote 
the well-being of mankind throughout the world”28 for over a 
hundred years, tracing its original fortune to the founder of Stan-
dard Oil, John D. Rockefeller Sr.—David’s great-grandfather. As 
a result of this wealth, David was able to attend elite schools and 
dedicate significant energy and time to philanthropy.

Currently, David serves as a trustee for the Rockefeller Broth-
ers Fund, a family foundation started by his father (David Sr.) 
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and uncles. And thanks to his position, he has spent a great deal 
of time thinking about what one can do with such privilege: 

Wealth creators who didn’t grow up with privilege are often so 

engaged in the creation and preservation of wealth that they may 

not think about all of this as privilege. For those of us who came to 

it by chance and inherited wealth, it’s easier to come to the place 

of gratitude I feel. I’m just immensely grateful for what my fore-

bears did to create this wealth platform that we’re challenged and 

thrilled to be deciding how to use.

We cannot change where our privilege comes from, but we 
can, as David said, decide how to use it. And you don’t have to be 
a Rockefeller to understand privilege or that feeling of gratitude.

Mellody Hobson was raised by a single mother in Chicago, 
and throughout her childhood experienced the threat and real-
ity of eviction, of not being able to make ends meet. As a black 
woman, Mellody did not have the advantages of the very forms 
of privilege Peggy McIntosh first highlighted—white and male—
but she was motivated to achieve academic success and financial 
security. Today, Mellody is the president of Ariel Investments, and 
she sits on numerous corporate and philanthropic boards, includ-
ing The Rockefeller Foundation. Said Mellody:

I acknowledge that I have this remarkable, miraculous existence—

and it’s truly a miracle. I’m aware of it every minute of every day. 

I take nothing for granted. I wake up in the morning and can’t 

believe that I know where I’m sleeping and that I’m not going to 

be worrying about being evicted, because that was so much of my 

young life.
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My husband always says what happens to you as a child stays with 

you in a different way. And because I’m so rooted in that, I’m 

equally rooted and aware of this privilege that I have. So, I try to 

do a couple things. One, I try to be aware of it in a way that shows 

gratitude and humility, as opposed to anything else. Two, I also try 

to be aware of it in a way that I’m wearing it lightly.

In her approach, Mellody also thinks about her friend Eric 
Liu, the founder and CEO of Citizen University, who asks the 
question: Do you share, or do you hoard? As Mellody put it, “My 
goal is to share the privilege.”

Sharing privilege might be a first definition of what it means 
to demand—and deliver on—justice. Sharing privilege requires 
being aware of the systemic imbalances and going beyond giving 
resources to consider expanding and altering the current systems 
of privilege.

This can be a challenge.
“Unfortunately, for many, the privilege leads to a sense of 

entitlement,” Jeff Raikes said. He is the co-founder of the Raikes 
Foundation, and also was CEO of the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation after nearly three decades working at Microsoft. 
He continued, “You might think, ‘Because I have this privilege, 
because I created this wealth, I have the best idea to make a differ-
ence for society.’ But that’s wrong. Instead, you have to turn that 
around and say, ‘I’ve got to recognize the privilege that I have’ 
and not get sucked into thinking you’re entitled to choose what’s 
best for society.”

And when we recognize our privilege in all its various forms, 
we become increasingly aware of our responsibilities. My friend 
Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen recognizes this. Her father is John 
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Arrillaga Sr., a man who is credited with building Silicon Valley, 
and who has participated in a great deal of anonymous philan-
thropy.29 Following in those footsteps, she has dedicated her 
career to service and is the founder of the Silicon Valley Social 
Venture Fund, the Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil 
Society, and LAAF.org.30 She described her relationship with priv-
ilege insightfully, saying, “I am a white female of extraordinary 
privilege, and with this privilege I believe I have an even more 
extraordinary responsibility to use the resources I have and the 
platform I have created to pursue the work of advancing the lives 
of others.”

“When you have privilege,” Laura continued, “you have 
a responsibility that surpasses your privilege: to use it to effect 
positive change and to create greater access, greater opportunity, 
greater empowerment.”

This echoes something David Rockefeller Jr. said: “As my 
grandfather famously put it, ‘I believe that every right implies a 
responsibility; every opportunity, an obligation; every possession, 
a duty.’ And so, it has been my privilege to think about what our 
responsibility is in the philanthropic realm.”

We need not feel guilty for the privileges we identify in our 
own lives, but acknowledging and understanding them will bet-
ter ground us for the work to come. If we are to make systemic 
change, we must deeply understand the systems at play—and 
how we benefit from them. And for all of us with privilege—
of any sort—there is the responsibility to do more. As Carnegie 
himself wrote: 

It is not the privilege, however, of millionaires alone to work for or 

aid measures which are certain to benefit the community. Everyone 
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who has but a small surplus above his moderate wants may share 

this privilege with his richer brothers, and those without surplus 

can give at least a part of their time, which is usually as important 

as funds, and often more so.31

Ultimately, privilege should not just create a feeling of grati-
tude or a moral responsibility; it should also expose us to certain 
problems, worries, and fears, and give us the power to address 
them. Our privilege is a tool that gives us access to the resources, 
networks, and power that we must use to create change and 
extend these privileges to all. We must not be blind to our privi-
lege, but acknowledge it and wield it for justice.



New  
Paradigms 
for Legacy 
Inst itut ions

A Conversation with Elizabeth Alexander

For two years, I was lucky to work with Elizabeth Alexander at 
the Ford Foundation, where she served as the director of creativ-
ity and free expression. In 2018, she was named president of The 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation—an organization committed to 
working in areas such as higher education, the humanities, muse-
ums, conservation, and the arts.

The foundation’s namesake—Andrew W. Mellon—was born 
about 20 years after Andrew Carnegie. Mellon was a banker and 
businessman who amassed considerable wealth and, like Carne-
gie, benefited from both the industry and the inequality of the 
Gilded Age. Both men were also philanthropists, motivated to 
use their vast wealth for the good of society. In fact, they sepa-
rately founded educational institutions in Pittsburgh that would 
later merge to become Carnegie Mellon University.
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When Elizabeth assumed her role as president of the Mel-
lon Foundation, she brought with her a wealth of knowledge and 
experience. In addition to a career in philanthropy, Elizabeth is 
an accomplished academic as well as a celebrated writer of poetry, 
essays, plays, and memoir. Using her perspective as a teacher and 
an artist, she has sought to steer her legacy institution toward 
advocating for education and access for all.

DARREN: When you think about pursuing justice in America 
and the world, where does philanthropy fit in?

ELIZABETH: When we think about George Soros or Henry 
Ford or Andrew W. Mellon, they all amassed their wealth in 
different ways and they all have very different stories. But at 
the end of the day, the result is still an excess of wealth in one 
place. What we know is that there can’t be an excess in one place 
if there’s not a need in another place. So, I think, at the heart 
of philanthropy, there are inherently ideas about what wealth 
redistribution looks like.

Nothing is ever completely balanced, but I do think that this 
very simple idea—if there is too much someplace, there is a moral 
obligation to be thoughtful about sharing it—is the central jus-
tice idea in philanthropy.

DARREN: Do you see this as simply wealth redistribution for 
its own sake, or do you see redistribution as addressing the root 
causes of inequality? John D. Rockefeller, for example, wanted 
to help black people, but he didn’t speak in terms of racial jus-
tice. He believed in educating black women, for instance, and his 
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wife’s family had long been active in abolitionist movements.32 So 
he settled debts at the Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, a school 
for black women and girls, and named it after his wife’s family—
turned it into Spelman Seminary, which became Spelman College, 
the prominent all-women’s historically black college we all know 
today.33 But for all that, he never suggested that black women 
should go to traditionally white women’s colleges like Radcliffe 
or Smith.

ELIZABETH: I think that in our generation, getting at root 
causes is where the art of philanthropy comes in. Each philan-
thropy has to figure out and be really intelligent about—and have 
a higher view on, and have deep knowledge on the staff to be able 
to really analyze—where it can meaningfully not only make a 
justice difference (and not everybody can do everything!) but also 
determine how that idea of justice can have fulsome and visible 
authorship.

I think that idea of rigorous authorship is very, very crucial, 
because otherwise good things will happen, money will get spent, 
people will do their projects—but it won’t have any durability or 
visibility.

DARREN: You’re getting at something that philanthropists 
have been accused of getting wrong: How do we ensure that we 
empower the people and communities our missions are meant to 
support?

ELIZABETH: I thought about this a great deal at Ford: How 
do we, as philanthropists, act as “thought partners” with the 
people we fund? If we share goals and we have knowledge from 
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all sides, we want to be helpful with more than just a check. But 
at the same time, we also have to remember whom the work 
belongs to.

So, to me, that gets back to rigor on staff, and knowing com-
munities deeply so that you can choose grantees carefully. That 
way, once you’ve made that choice, you can say, “Okay, we picked 
you because we trust you. And we don’t need to be in constant 
back-and-forth.”

Partnerships can be very fruitful if we remember with hum-
bleness where our expertise lies, and also what we are learning 
from the people we work with.

That requires humility, but not false humility. I think that’s 
really important to say. It’s disingenuous to just say, “Oh, we had 
nothing to do with this at all.” And that gets back to my point 
about trying to own the authorship of what we do, but in a way 
that is balanced properly.

DARREN: A lot of philanthropists say our role is really just to be 
quiet and let the grantees speak for the issues. How do you see the 
role of using your voice as a philanthropist for justice?

ELIZABETH: I think it is about the discipline of distilling your 
voice into something that is relatively simple so that the grant-
ees can speak for themselves in all the details. So again, to get 
back to what you have isolated and what was our guiding prin-
ciple when I was working for you, I would say to myself, “Every 
grant must answer the question: Does this disrupt inequality in 
some way?”

That was hard and interesting, and we would take it through 
all the channels, and then at the end we could answer that simple 
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question. That was what the Ford Foundation was putting out 
into the world, and the grantees could exemplify all the details 
and the particulars and the specifics.

I think similarly with Mellon—and I am still very new in this 
work, but when I think about the idea behind the Mellon Mays 
Undergraduate Fellowship Program, for example—it starts with 
this idea that we believe higher education matters.34 And if we 
can articulate the value of why higher education matters, and we 
recognize that there is not full access to higher education and that 
the professoriate is not diverse, then there are hundreds and hun-
dreds and hundreds of ways that interesting grants can achieve 
that wish for excellence and parity.

In this case, the voice of the foundation is saying that excel-
lence and parity in higher education is our value. Then all of these 
fantastic programs reflect this value in specific ways. I just learned 
about one we are supporting the other day: Reed College is com-
pletely redoing its first-year humanities course so that it will be 
based not just around the ancient Greeks. They’ll still be looking 
at Athens, but they’ll also study Mexico City and Harlem, and in 
my role, I can just be excited about that. I don’t have to imagine 
that. Instead, I can say it addresses our values, and it’s a big and 
beautiful idea that we believe in.

DARREN: Is that because you believe the role of philanthropy 
is to help redress, to help lift up? Why are you excited about this 
idea? Is it because they’re including Harlem and Mexico City, and 
can really compare and contrast cultures? Or is it because they 
are including something in this canon that has historically been 
excluded or ignored?
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ELIZABETH: I think about the root of the word “philanthropy,” 
from “philo” (to love) and “anthropos” (people). I really carry that 
as a guide: the animated love of humankind. That is one of the 
justice drives for me, just thinking about the root of the word and 
what it means.

But also, I think one of the things that Mellon is devoted 
to is, again, the value of a higher education, which is no longer 
a given in this society right now. People are devaluing it to the 
point where some people question whether it even is meaningful 
for folks to go to college. So, if we care about higher education, 
the justice idea is: If an excellent and exquisite education is of 
value to anyone, it must be available to everyone. If the ideas 
of groups of people, civilizations of people, countries of people, 
types of people have been excluded from our collective under-
standing of the human experience, then as a foundation, we are 
in favor of work that helps give a more complete picture of where 
excellence and ideas and felicity have been found throughout his-
tory and into the present.

DARREN: It sounds like you’re saying forcefully, though, that 
philanthropy has a role to play in achieving that.

ELIZABETH: Yes, I am saying it forcefully because I do believe 
that if you love the people, then your excess resources should be 
used for the betterment of more people.

DARREN: So, when we move from charity to justice, how is 
that challenged? There are people who would say, “Oh, I love peo-
ple, but I just want to do charity. I don’t want to get uncomfort-
able, or participate in all of this justice stuff.” As you know—from 
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your time here at Ford and in the larger world—the whole pur-
suit of justice as a philanthropist can make other philanthropists 
uncomfortable, and make other people uncomfortable. Now, as 
Congressman John Lewis reminds us, we don’t make progress 
without getting uncomfortable. But philanthropy is not often a 
sector where people want to really get uncomfortable.

ELIZABETH: That’s right. My version of Lewis’s comment—
my guiding light—is something I remember the poet Lucille 
Clifton heard from a preacher: “I come to comfort the afflicted 
and to afflict the comfortable.”35 

It would be contradictory to my whole life to see it any other 
way, and I’m bringing that into this philanthropy arena. So, I’m 
not uncomfortable with the discomfort. But this is where, to me, 
it’s really interesting to think about who is in philanthropic lead-
ership right now and what models might actually give us some 
very powerful tools to help people move through that discomfort.

Part of my career has been teaching socioeconomically, ideo-
logically, and experientially mixed groups of kids—largely white 
because of the universities where I taught, but crucially, still 
mixed—about the challenges of African American studies, and 
having these students confront things that they had not before, 
learn how to move that racial conversation forward, and see how 
transformative and productive that is. All the while, they’re falling 
in love with black culture and also learning to write, speak, and 
analyze with sharp clarity.

I recently encountered one of my students who took a class 
on the playwright August Wilson with me 15 years ago. She didn’t 
become a poet. She didn’t become a scholar. Instead, she’s helping 
people on death row as a lawyer at the Equal Justice Initiative 
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(EJI). But she reminded me of things we studied together in that 
August Wilson seminar that help her do this work. She told me I 
said to her at one point, “Learning black literature is not just all 
about you.” She said she brought that to her interview with EJI 
founder Bryan Stevenson, and he said that’s exactly right. So she 
brings that idea from studying great black literature to her work, 
which is transforming her so much as she tries to be helpful in 
this broken justice system.

That’s just to say that I think it’s really neat that right now, 
in this generation of philanthropic leaders with a different set of 
experiences—life experience and professional experience—we 
bring some new tools to help people move through uncomfort-
able conversations and hopefully experience the real joy, I think, 
that comes with doing work that has a justice orientation.

DARREN: In terms of your own background, how were you 
inspired and brought to this work?

ELIZABETH: Even before my parents, my great-grandmother 
and great-grandfather helped found Tuskegee University with 
Booker T. Washington. To think that these people were born into 
slavery, and after the war they had this idea that all of these eman-
cipated people needed an education, is very moving and inspiring 
to me.

The power of that idea—and the power of this realization that 
whatever your privileges are, you always have to share them with 
a larger community—is something that’s just in my DNA and in 
my family through the generations. My grandmother was a social 
worker in Harlem; my grandfather worked in Harlem Hospital 
in the Harlem community. Again, they were this example of how 
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you work in your community, and if you have the privilege of 
some education and you have the privilege of some skills, you’re 
dead if those skills and privileges aren’t shared.

What I’ve seen through all of these decades of teaching is—
and the story I just told is one example—that it’s very wonderful, 
first of all, to be with young people at that stage of life. It’s also 
wonderful to see what they can do with new ideas about inclu-
sion, as they realize not everybody is always in the room. Just 
because you’re in the room doesn’t mean that there aren’t other 
people who deserve to be in the room with you—and you always 
have to bear that in mind as you move through life.

Finally, as an artist, as a poet, I think that, again, there’s a 
mandate. You don’t write it just to have written it; you write it 
to share it and to be surprised by humanity in different places, 
because you never know who a human being is or how you can 
touch them. This animates all of my work. The possibility of those 
circles expanding—and that’s part of what I think philanthropy 
can do as well—is something that I believe in quite deeply.

DARREN: And as a poet, you’re a rare bird in philanthropy.

ELIZABETH: Yes, I am. And being a poet and a scholar, both of 
those things require a very, very relentless attention to detail and 
to precision—to precision in language and communication and 
thinking—which is something that I hope I impart to the other 
people around me.

I also see and have always experienced how artists can be 
extraordinarily creative problem solvers. Artists are able to hold 
contradiction aloft. We can hold together more than one thing 
at the same time. Things don’t always need to be neat and tidy.
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Human beings are contradictory, so solutions take work and 
are intricate. An artist’s practice is all about that. It’s a very nice 
analog for thinking about how to solve complicated problems in 
philanthropy. So, I think we need to respect the voices of our 
creators, who very often are economically marginalized, but more 
important, are sometimes seen as the strange outsiders—because 
you never know where the solution will be. We need vision, and 
we need people who can see around corners. And we need to lift 
up those visions that can stir us and make us understand each 
other’s humanity in ways that policy sometimes can’t. I think 
that’s the part of magic and the “secret sauce” I’m hoping my 
philanthropy will also be able to recognize, respect, and harness.

DARREN: Some people would think of the arts and human-
ities as this high-minded intellectual pursuit—as opposed to, say, 
death row and criminal justice reform. As a philanthropist, how 
do you think about this intersection between art and justice?

ELIZABETH: I think about Bryan Stevenson at EJI, and the 
extraordinary National Memorial for Peace and Justice that he has 
created. Bryan’s work starts with lawyering and helping people, and 
with policy-making and law-affecting and law-changing. But there 
is a reason Bryan has created the justice juggernaut that he has: 
because he understands the power of storytelling. He understands 
the power of artful storytelling—that is what moves and stirs peo-
ple and can actually make them change their minds because they 
have had a deeply human experience.

You could imagine if Bryan were just saving all these young 
people and going before the Supreme Court—that would be a 
great thing, and it would be valuable unto itself. But he has taken 
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it to the next level, because he’s spatialized it now with the Legacy 
Museum in a way that many, many more people will be able to 
understand the simple fact of an unjust society. And in his speak-
ing and his widely read book Just Mercy, he uses storytelling to 
move people to justice.

I also think what’s powerful about Bryan is that we don’t just 
have an artistic rendering of this problem. Rather, we say to art-
ists, “How do you interpret and see the problem and the solu-
tion?” We don’t ask them to make a flag or make a poster. We say, 
“Give us your real vision.”

You could not have told Sanford Biggers or Titus Kaphar or 
Hank Willis Thomas what image to make. It was Hank Willis 
Thomas’s imagination that made that unforgettable piece for the 
Legacy Museum—all those hands up, arms coming up out of that 
concrete, in a way that if you’ve seen it, you will never forget it, 
and you will never forget how it makes you feel.

DARREN: Do you think that more philanthropy needs to be 
investing in those kinds of endeavors? In storytelling and narrative?

ELIZABETH: No, I think those of us who do it just need to 
do it brilliantly and with integrity. I actually don’t think it is for 
everyone to do, because not everyone comes from a place of deep 
knowledge and expertise and commitment to the arts. I would 
rather see the Ford and Mellon foundations—and other places 
where history and staff and deep knowledge exist—do it really, 
really, really well.

I think the other thing that’s interesting about money in the 
arts is that it doesn’t always scale. You don’t always need millions 
and millions of dollars to make an impact. Sometimes it costs a 



44 From Generosity to Justice

lot of money to make a thing, but sometimes it doesn’t cost a lot 
of money to make a thing.

The poem I made for the EJI memorial cost exactly zero. 
It cost nothing. And hopefully, it will make people think. The 
sculptures, okay—it costs money to make them, and those artists 
were paid, which is appropriate. But when you think about the 
lasting value from that investment, it’s pretty extraordinary and 
very economical.

DARREN: Right, but at the same time, there was an investment 
in you as an artist—in your creativity, or in Hank Willis Thom-
as’s creativity. You got private scholarships from philanthropies; 
you got investments in human capital. One of my concerns is 
that in philanthropy, particularly newer philanthropy, there is all 
this movement around metrics: If you can’t measure it, then it’s 
not worth investing in, or it should not be a priority. It’s like 
when [South African judge] Albie Sachs talks about how everyone 
deserves beauty. It appears that some philanthropists believe, yes, 
everyone deserves beauty, but beauty will have to come after . . . 
Well, fill in the blank for whatever their priority is.

ELIZABETH: Yes. This goes back to your question about met-
rics. This is where I feel excited, challenged—and actually I just 
talked with my Mellon arts colleagues to consider how we can 
really carefully say something about impact in the arts. Because I 
think there’s this question like “Well, how do we measure it? We 
can’t measure it” or else “What is the payoff? We’re not seeing it. 
Show us what the payoff is.”

Or, at the other end of the spectrum, which is probably 
where I came into philanthropy, the question is: “Measure it? 
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Why would we measure the value of art in the first place? Every-
body knows that art moves the human soul in a unique way, and 
that it can’t be measured.”

And there’s work on the arts and economic development 
in neighborhoods, and I think that’s really useful, but it’s only 
a piece of it. I cannot measure how many people—literally, and 
we would all agree with this, millions and millions of people 
understand that justice is not equal, just from having read To Kill 
a Mockingbird or even from having seen the movie. So, I think 
somewhere in between those two examples, I want to commit 
to doing some rigorous and useful thinking, and bring together 
other people in the field to push it forward.

DARREN: So, for organizations like the Ford Foundation and 
the Mellon Foundation that have been around a long time, what 
are the challenges for us, in terms of our work around justice?

ELIZABETH: Right now, I’m dissatisfied with the use of diver-
sity language and thinking in philanthropy, because I think some 
of us have expressed that as a bottom-line value in how we do 
things: raising up marginalized voices. That characterized our 
work and my work at Ford, and that will continue to be an aspect 
of what I value across the board at Mellon.

But what we know also is that as the culture changes, some 
mainstream organizations that have been used to their centrality 
and to their funding sources feel they can’t necessarily see them-
selves in some of these new definitions.

I don’t look at that in a hostile and adversarial way. But as an 
organization, don’t say, “Oh, now diversity is important, so I’m 
going to run over to these people and tell them to pay for the 
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diversity that we should have been doing all along.” I think that 
I’d rather let this be a moment where we look back to words that 
James Baldwin wrote a very long time ago, in the 1950s (and he 
was not being hostile): “This world is white no longer, and it will 
never be white again.”36 

And what he meant by that is this: Let’s just look at the United 
States. This is a beautiful, complicated, multi-voiced, multi- 
experienced nation that actually holds together, even though some-
times it feels like those ties are very, very tenuous. But it is one thing. 
We are a community—a diverse community. That is a fact. There is 
richness and beauty and power there.

And so, I think it’s important for us to be partners in positive 
and rigorous thinking about how we learn from each other, and 
to ask, how is that a value of philanthropy? How can we help 
encourage communities where many voices at their best levels can 
be at the table?

I think that stage one, the challenge for me, is talking about 
why these spaces, why these values, why these tools matter in 
the culture at large. There is going to be some dissenting: “Why 
do we need arts and culture? Why do we need the humanities?” 
These things are under serious assault. So, I think talking about 
a renaissance and those values—talking about the importance of 
preserving things and making them precious so they’re not lost in 
digitization—is stage one.

But a very quick stage two is this: If these valuable things are 
accessible to some, we have to make them accessible to all.

When I talked about this idea in the interview process with 
my board, I said, “That is the justice vision that I think is inherent 
in the work Mellon does. And I want to know that you all are 
comfortable with my articulating that, because that’s how I see it.”
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And one of my board members—and I thought this was  
wonderful—said, “We think of ourselves as doing the right thing.”

And I thought, You have that kind of wonderful, old-fashioned 
value of doing the right thing. And you know what? We know what 
that is. That’s another way of saying justice.





3

The Awareness 
of Ignorance

Learning What We  
Don’t Know

It is certain, in any case, that ignorance, allied with power, is the most 
ferocious enemy justice can have.37

—James Baldwin

I recently found myself sitting inside the gates of the San Quentin 
State Prison in California with the legendary arts patron and philan-
thropist Agnes Gund, known to her family and friends as “Aggie.”

Aggie is an 80-year-old grandmother; a graduate of Miss 
Porter’s School, Connecticut College, and Harvard University; 
and president emerita of the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York. She’s more likely to be seen on Park Avenue than walking 
past the gates and guards and metal detectors of a men’s prison. 
So, you might be wondering, as her friends certainly did: What 
was Aggie doing there?
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The answer: Aggie was there to learn.
Months before this visit, the idea of Agnes Gund in a prison 

might have been unfathomable. But after watching Ava DuVer-
nay’s powerful documentary 13th—which tackles the connection 
between slavery and mass incarceration in the United States—
Aggie was stunned. She left the theater and later said, “I went 
home and decided that this is what I had to do.”38

She called me the day after seeing the film, looking for 
advice. And not just me. She started talking with experts, con-
tinued her education, met with DuVernay in her home, read 
Michelle Alexander’s seminal 2010 book The New Jim Crow—
all to replace what had been ignorance of the problem with 
information about it.

Horrified by the state of the justice system, the statistics about 
mass incarceration, and the implications for her own grandchil-
dren (six of whom are black), Aggie chose to direct her philan-
thropy toward justice. In 2017, she sold one of her prized works 
of art—a Roy Lichtenstein painting titled Masterpiece—and used 
some of the proceeds to start the Art for Justice Fund, which will 
invest more than $100 million toward criminal justice reform. 
At a moment when philanthropy was often overlooking criminal 
justice reform, and when patrons of the arts like Aggie were more 
likely to be simply generous in their philanthropy rather than 
actively just, Aggie created a platform for others to contribute to 
systemic change.

Given her work in this field, and her newfound knowledge of 
the problem, Aggie did not need to visit a prison. She had done 
her homework and had done good work. Yet even after the fund 
was launched, the criminal justice system was something that 
Aggie had limited experience with. So, recognizing that she did 
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not know the realities faced by incarcerated people, she decided 
to see that reality for herself.

That day at San Quentin, our guide was a man whose life could 
not have been more different from hers. He was black, had been 
convicted at age 16, and was now serving a sentence of 35 years to 
life. His beard had grayed since he’d been in jail. As they talked—
Aggie in a stylish but practical down vest; her tour guide in a jacket 
labeled “Prisoner”—I felt sadness, but also hope. These two people, 
with such vastly different lives, were standing shoulder to shoulder, 
walking hand in hand, committed to the same arc of justice.

Aggie understood that it’s not enough to have goodwill or to 
want to fix the problem. You need to figure out what you don’t 
know—and identify areas where you may have, unbeknownst to 
you, biases or prejudices that stand in the way of doing justice. 
And if you are going to genuinely and meaningfully effect change, 
you need to get beyond your comfort zone.

By leaving her comfortable apartment, seeing firsthand what 
prison life was like, and speaking directly with the people she 
wished to help, Aggie moved beyond generosity to justice. And in 
our current sociopolitical climate, especially in the United States, 
that might be the model for all of us: to start by confronting our 
ignorance and our limitations, and ask what we can do to help, 
and then hold our hands open for others to lead the way.

In August 2017, many watched in horror as white suprem-
acists marched in the streets of Charlottesville, emboldened by 
the ignorant and racist statements of those in power. Images of 
people brandishing Nazi and Confederate flags, and videos cap-
turing offensive, racist, anti-semetic chants, were seen and heard 
across the country and the world. It was a disturbing portrait of 
the ignorance present in our world today.
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Too often, we are confronted by displays of ignorance like 
these that are as obvious as they are abhorrent, and we recognize 
them immediately. The symbols and slurs used to target people 
based on their race, ethnicity, religion, or sexual orientation are 
well known, frowned upon, and fought against. We know how 
important it is to stand up against the most blatant forms of 
ignorance and bias, to confront racism and prejudice wherever 
we see it.

But it’s also important to note that when we think about 
ignorance and bias, we are inclined to picture people and systems 
extremely different from those we find comfortable and familiar. 
We are tempted to focus on the most extreme instances.

The truth is, to see what ignorance and bias look like, we need 
only look in a mirror. For every instance of blatant ignorance and 
bias—of, for example, extreme prejudice and racism—there are 
subtler ways that these forces infect our own thinking and impede 
the work of social justice.

Unfortunately, and often unintentionally, ignorance is baked 
into the way we see the world, an ingredient inherent in our 
assumptions and attitudes. And even though some of the extreme 
examples of discrimination from our history that we remember 
and reference—like legalized segregation—have been defeated in 
the United States and other countries, subtler forms of discrim-
ination and manifestations of bias are still present all around us.

These less visible forms of bias have real impacts on individ-
uals, organizations, and communities alike. Researchers reported 
in Harvard Business Review that after performing a meta-analysis 
of 90 different studies on discrimination and its consequences, 
they found “across every job and individual outcome, the effects 
of subtle discrimination were at least as bad as, if not worse than, 
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overt discrimination.”39 According to this research, that’s because 
subtle bias happens more often—and when it does, we spend 
more time and energy trying to figure out what happened, and 
have little to no recourse to resolve the situation.

What’s more, when “allied with power,” as acclaimed writer 
(and Ford Foundation grantee) James Baldwin put it, our 
ingrained ignorance results in the neglect of certain people or 
issues that do not affect us directly, or in the preferential treat-
ment of people and programs that conform to our existing biases 
or beliefs.

So, in the same ways that we might be unaware of our priv-
ileges, we might be equally unaware of our ignorance. David 
Rockefeller Jr. explained it well: “I think that I, along with most 
people, am not even aware of my knee-jerk racist, classist, and 
generally negative views. And I think it takes a lot of work to 
become aware enough that you see your own biases. I, like every-
body, have work to do.”

David is right. We all have work to do.
As leaders, we must ask ourselves: What do we not know 

about? What biases do we bring to the table? What ignorance do we 
harbor? And whom must we talk to, where must we go, and what 
must we do to learn more about the areas and experiences where we 
may lack expertise?

Often the trouble is that we do not know what we do not 
know. And as a result of inequality and the compounding influ-
ence of biases over time, we may find ourselves surrounded by 
people who share certain biases—our bubble—rather than those 
who can keep our ignorance in check and expand our perspective. 
Indeed, the pervasive power of ignorance is so terrible because it 
grips even the best-intentioned actors.
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I know this because I experienced it myself.
Early in my tenure as president of the Ford Foundation, we 

took a hard look at our culture, our assets, and our programming, 
and sought to determine how we could have a more transfor-
mational impact. To do that, we worked hard on improving the 
organizational culture. We invested in an update of our building 
in New York, and we reimagined how we use some of our other 
assets, like our endowment, to support justice. The largest piece, 
of course, was reorienting all of our programming to address 
inequality in all of its forms.

Articulating and defining FordForward, and redirecting our 
work toward the issue of inequality, was a months-long process, 
and included hours of conversations and input from hundreds of 
people inside and outside the foundation. But when we announced 
FordForward to the world, something unexpected happened.

Jennifer Laszlo Mizrahi, the president of RespectAbility—
one of our most valued and constructive partners—wrote me a 
rather scorching email calling me a hypocrite. And I deserved it.

To my deep regret, my grand articulation of our strategy 
going forward had made no mention of a huge community: the 
one billion people around the world who live with some form of 
disability, 80 percent of them in developing countries.40

Jennifer was just one of many with the same message, from 
former governor Tom Ridge and Carol Glazer—the chairman 
and president, respectively, of the National Organization on 
Disability—to my friend Micki Edelsohn, the co-founder of a 
remarkable organization called the Homes for Life Foundation 
in Wilmington, Delaware. Micki wrote to me, “I applaud you for 
taking on inequality. But when you talk about inequality, how 
can you not acknowledge people with disabilities?”
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People with disabilities—both visible and invisible—face 
harsh inequalities that are relevant to every area in which we 
work. According to the US Census Bureau and the US Depart-
ment of Labor, the poverty rate among people with disabilities 
is more than double that of people without disabilities.41 People 
with disabilities are half as likely to be employed42 or have a bach-
elor’s degree.43 

Many others reiterated Micki’s message, and each time I got 
this type of feedback, my heart sank deeper into my stomach. I 
was shocked. How had we had missed this? I was embarrassed by  
my own ignorance. I was humbled—and a little horrified— 
by my own bias. Somehow, the checks and balances that I 
thought were built into our institution had failed to catch one of 
the most persistent and pervasive forms of injustice in the world.

I am a leader in a privileged sector. I didn’t attend private 
schools or come from wealth, and I am conscious of the ways 
classist biases might manifest. As a black and gay man, I’ve 
witnessed many forms of ignorance in my own life, forms that 
demonstrate varying degrees of intentionality or aggression. 
Before this experience, I would have thought that I’d be able to 
spot even inadvertent discrimination, or that one of the many 
people working on this strategy would have raised the issue—
but I could not remember a single time I had raised the issue in 
all those months.

I kept asking myself: How could I have overlooked this critical 
dimension of inequality? How could our entire organization have 
overlooked it?

Well, those who courageously—and correctly—raised this 
complicated set of issues had the answer. They pointed out that the 
Ford Foundation did not have a person with visible disabilities on 
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our leadership team; did not make any affirmative effort to hire 
people with disabilities; did not consider people with disabilities 
in our strategy; and did not even provide those with physical dis-
abilities with adequate access to our website, events, social media, 
or building. Our nearly 50-year-old headquarters was only min-
imally accessible to those with physical disabilities. It should go 
without saying: All of this was at odds with our mission.

Made aware of our ignorance, we knew we had to make 
meaningful change as an organization. The first and most 
important step was acknowledging our own fallibility and seek-
ing out counsel from people who knew more than we did. After 
speaking with countless disability rights advocates and people 
with disabilities, we began to incorporate and include disability 
considerations into all the work we did at the Ford Founda-
tion. We trained program officers, had difficult conversations, 
and brought experts onto our staff. We started taking practical 
action to address our hiring practices, and we revised our plan to 
renovate our headquarters to ensure it was physically accessible 
and welcoming to all people.

Thanks to this systematic and intentional approach, we made 
over $5 million in disability-specific grants in 2017 and 2018. 
Through these grants, and through other efforts we’ve made 
within the foundation, we have produced real impact and even 
become a leader in the disability justice space in a relatively short 
amount of time—all because we made our existing programming 
more inclusive for people with disabilities.

I learned so much from this experience. But first and fore-
most, I learned that to truly fight for justice, we must put pride 
aside, acknowledge our deficiencies, and call on people who will 
help us understand every side of every issue.  

When I’m in a room, I always ask myself: Who can’t be 

in that room because they don’t have my credentials or 

resources? What rooms does my privilege allow me to be 

in that others are not? What rooms has my privilege his-

torically kept people out of ? And then, if I’m in the room, 

what am I going to do with it? Am I going to own who 

I am and be unapologetic about it? How do I confront 

ignorance without getting in someone’s face—and make 

sure they don’t forget what they’ve learned?

— Mellody Hobson, president of Ariel Investments
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Confronting your ignorance, uncovering your biases, and 
learning more is not something you accomplish. Rather, it is an 
ongoing process, one you have to engage in time and again. For 
different organizations and individuals, at different moments, 
this process takes different forms.

In 2017, I went to London to see an exhibit the Ford Foun-
dation had supported: Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black 
Power. This collection of pieces captured a short but powerful 
period in America’s history—1963 to 1983—and taught its 
viewers about how conversations on civil rights and Black Power 
manifested themselves in the works of African American artists. 
Walking through the exhibit, I was deeply moved.

And yet it was hard to forget that the people most affected by 
the ideas and issues depicted in these works—the very Americans 
this exhibit was meant to inspire—were the least likely to see it. 
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abilities with adequate access to our website, events, social media, 
or building. Our nearly 50-year-old headquarters was only min-
imally accessible to those with physical disabilities. It should go 
without saying: All of this was at odds with our mission.

Made aware of our ignorance, we knew we had to make 
meaningful change as an organization. The first and most 
important step was acknowledging our own fallibility and seek-
ing out counsel from people who knew more than we did. After 
speaking with countless disability rights advocates and people 
with disabilities, we began to incorporate and include disability 
considerations into all the work we did at the Ford Founda-
tion. We trained program officers, had difficult conversations, 
and brought experts onto our staff. We started taking practical 
action to address our hiring practices, and we revised our plan to 
renovate our headquarters to ensure it was physically accessible 
and welcoming to all people.

Thanks to this systematic and intentional approach, we made 
over $5 million in disability-specific grants in 2017 and 2018. 
Through these grants, and through other efforts we’ve made 
within the foundation, we have produced real impact and even 
become a leader in the disability justice space in a relatively short 
amount of time—all because we made our existing programming 
more inclusive for people with disabilities.

I learned so much from this experience. But first and fore-
most, I learned that to truly fight for justice, we must put pride 
aside, acknowledge our deficiencies, and call on people who will 
help us understand every side of every issue.  

When I’m in a room, I always ask myself: Who can’t be 

in that room because they don’t have my credentials or 

resources? What rooms does my privilege allow me to be 

in that others are not? What rooms has my privilege his-

torically kept people out of ? And then, if I’m in the room, 

what am I going to do with it? Am I going to own who 

I am and be unapologetic about it? How do I confront 

ignorance without getting in someone’s face—and make 

sure they don’t forget what they’ve learned?

— Mellody Hobson, president of Ariel Investments
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If they wanted to take in the art made by their forebears, they 
would have to cross an ocean to visit one of the most expensive 
cities in the world.

The philanthropist and arts patron Alice Walton immediately 
recognized this problem and leapt at the chance to fix it. She found 
the exhibit a home at the Crystal Bridges Museum of American 
Art, where it ran for several months in 2018, and in doing so pre-
sented this powerful examination of the US civil rights movement 
in a place where communities directly connected to and affected 
by these events could connect through art.

This is part of the project—and the philosophy—behind Crys-
tal Bridges. This oasis of art and culture opened its doors in 2011,44 
and ever since then Alice has made a concerted effort to bring in art 
that is powerful and relevant to the Arkansas community.

The idea behind the museum is simple: “When people go 
through the galleries,” Alice told me, “they should see themselves 
on the walls and relate to our melting-pot country.” So instead of 
filling the museum with art purely from her own perspective, she 
makes sure to acknowledge her own bias, and works to select art 
that would appeal to a wider audience.

Of course, acknowledging one bias is not always enough. 
Often, multiple predispositions and prejudices can come into 
play. That was the case for Alice and her team in the early days of 
Crystal Bridges:

When we first opened the museum, my total focus was on just set-

ting it up and getting it running. Then we started looking at our 

own internal research: who our visitors were, how often they came, 

whom they brought with them—those kinds of metrics. And we 

were shocked and dismayed to discover that while we were getting 
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an economically diverse set of visitors (likely because the museum’s 

galleries are free), we were not getting an ethnically diverse set of 

visitors. Simply put, the makeup of our visitors did not reflect the 

diverse community we were operating in.

Alice and her team were puzzled. Their art collection, while 
not as diverse as they wanted it to be, was much more ethnically 
and racially diverse than in most museums. So why did the muse-
um’s visitors not match its art?

When the team turned that reflection inward, they realized 
the problem was them. The people running the museum and 
working at it did not reflect the community they were trying to 
serve. This whole time, they thought they knew what was best 
to get a more diverse audience, when really, they needed a more 
diverse internal staff to help guide them.

After acknowledging this need, Alice and her team took 
action. “We changed our hiring policies,” she said. “From then 
on, before we hired someone, we made sure our hiring pool was 
diverse, and that little tweak made a world of difference. Soon our 
staff diversified—and along with it, our audience diversified too.” 
Alice is proud to say that now, in terms of visitors, the museum 
probably has more diversity than the community itself. 

Seeing this kind of change on the level of one museum 
made Alice more conscious of the way this dynamic operates at 
all museums. I feel so fortunate that my Ford Foundation col-
leagues and I have been able to partner with Alice and the Walton 
Family Foundation on the Diversifying Art Museum Leadership 
Initiative, to make sure more people and more communities 
are represented in the world of art. Together, we have commit-
ted $6 million to support 20 programs for museums across the 
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country as they develop initiatives to nurture talent and diversify 
their curatorial and management staff.

At all of these institutions, we are trying to implement what 
Alice learned. As she put it, in order to ensure your museum or 
institution “reflects the diversity of the community,” you have to 
“take an active role, get out of the institution, and go into the 
community.” And that’s not just true for museums: All of us can 
think about diversifying our hiring and leadership to expand our 
perspectives and prevent our institutions from incubating igno-
rance or enacting bias.

No matter your position or perspective—and regardless of 
your organization or orientation—identifying your ignorance and 
weeding out latent biases are crucial steps in the march toward 
justice. That may mean bringing diverse perspectives into your 
organization . . . or taking responsibility for your ignorance . . . 
or leaving your own comfort zone, and going to places and spaces 
that challenge you to see the world differently. Because until we 
rid ourselves of our prejudices, both conscious and unconscious, 
we risk leaving people behind.



Joyful Just ice

A Conversation with Laurene Powell Jobs

Wherever Laurene Powell Jobs goes, she arrives armed with a 
list—not of what she wants to talk about, but of whom. These are 
the names of people doing what she calls “God’s work”: people 
on the ground, and the organizations working with them, who 
inspire her with their fights against injustice.

Laurene’s list includes well-known activists like Bryan Ste-
venson, leaders like Elisa Villanueva Beard and Bill Bynum, and 
artists like JR and Anna Deavere Smith. Many others are people 
working quietly behind the scenes: Andrew Youn, the co-founder 
and executive director of the One Acre Fund. Ali Noorani from 
the National Immigration Forum. David Domenici, who runs 
the Center for Educational Excellence in Alternative Settings. 
Christa Gannon, who started an organization that works with 
kids in the juvenile justice system. The list goes on and on.

That is Laurene’s way. Instead of shining a light on herself, 
she shines it on others.
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Years ago, people may have identified Laurene through her 
late husband, Steve Jobs. But today, people know her as a pio-
neering activist and philanthropist, forging her own unique path 
toward a more just world. In 2004, Laurene was one of the first to 
try an increasingly popular model for newer philanthropists, by 
forming a limited liability corporation called Emerson Collective. 
Since then, she has used the organization and every tool at her 
disposal to challenge the systems that create inequality.

Laurene supports movements from the bottom up, lobbies 
leaders from the top down, and engages in politics and philan-
thropy side by side. She also gets behind people she believes in 
and brings together partners from all kinds of fields. Working 
together, they dedicate their time, energy, and resources to some 
of the world’s biggest issues: from education and immigration 
reform to the need for strong independent journalism and social 
justice leadership.

DARREN: You have supported a lot of racial justice work. You’ve 
supported investing in a lot of people-of-color-led organizations 
and specific entrepreneurs. From a philanthropist’s perspective, 
what does justice look like for you?

LAURENE : Actually, justice in philanthropy looks like philan-
thropy to me—I don’t separate the two.

To explain what I mean, we have to back up to how I first 
became involved in the social sector, because I’m an accidental 
social justice activist.

I was invited, when I was perhaps 29 years old, to speak to 
a class of seniors at a local high school. Their teacher asked me 
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to talk about college, education, and my experiences—she often 
tried to have guests come on Fridays.

It was the first time that I had ever been in a high school in 
California, because I didn’t grow up there. I had a notion that the 
education system in California was excellent, a model that other 
schools followed. And that was indeed true back in the ’70s.

But in 1978, when Proposition 13 went through, it changed 
the equation for how often property taxes are assessed, which had 
the effect of flattening funding for public schools. The “smooth-
ing formula” the state gave to low-income communities was 
totally insufficient—so by the time I was in that classroom at 
Carlmont High School in 1994, they hadn’t had any escalation in 
funding for 13 years.

So, the school I walked into was one where there were literally 
broken windows. There were doors off hinges. There were kids in 
massive parkas and 4XL pants, and I had this sense that these 
kids were so frightened they had to make themselves larger, as 
one does when one encounters a bear in the woods. You want to 
claim more space than you have. That’s what was going through 
my mind.

When I went into the class and sat with the students, they 
were so sweet and gentle and open and curious, just like high 
school students are everywhere. They were full of promise and 
questions. I started talking to them, but then I told them, “Just 
ask me questions.” And it was unconventional for them because 
usually they just sat there and listened.

And they started asking me, “What is college like?” and 
“What kind of classes did you get?”

I responded with a question of my own: “How many of you 
have been on a college campus?”



64 From Generosity to Justice

Maybe one or two.
“How many of you have siblings who are in college?”
Again, maybe one or two.
Eventually I asked, “How many of you have taken the SAT?”
None.
So I asked the teacher, “Who’s advising all of these amazing 

students?” 
And she said, “Well, this high school of 1,600 full-time stu-

dents has one advisor in a small office, and one part-time person 
who writes to colleges and collects pamphlets, but the answer is, 
basically, no one. Nobody has stepped up.”

So, I said to them, “Okay, I’m going to be your college coun-
selor for the next month. I’m coming back every Friday, and I’m 
going to work with each of you.”

DARREN: So, you came back on Fridays to be their counselor?

LAURENE : Yes, for the next 12 weeks. And I learned that, of 
the 35 students, only three had the classes that they needed to 
apply to a four-year college.

DARREN: And that was a turning point for you?

LAURENE : Yes. At the time I was running a natural foods com-
pany. I had 50 people working for me. But I’m still angry about 
it. I’m still horrified. I’m still offended. When you see injustice 
like that, in person, you don’t stay the same. They lacked one year 
of English, or one year of math, or a life science or a foreign lan-
guage, and nobody told them they needed it. I was the first one 
to tell them all of these things. 
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DARREN: It sounds like rather than getting sad, you got 
enraged.

LAURENE : I was so many things. I was enraged. I was affected. 
I was, in a way, ashamed that a public education that had served 
me so well, that was truly my portal to opportunity—an education 
that I held dear and that I believed was a core value of America and 
a necessary structure for a well-functioning democracy—was not 
being delivered to students in an equal and just way. This experi-
ence made that absolutely, abundantly clear.

That insight became the cornerstone of my work for the rest 
of my life.

DARREN: Has that informed how you created Emerson Col-
lective?

LAURENE : Absolutely. To this day, Emerson works with stu-
dents and their families. So, yes, that informed the creation of 
Emerson, as well as all of our deep work in education, including 
the creation of the XQ Institute, the philanthropic portfolio, our 
ed tech investment portfolio, and our whole body of work around 
immigration reform. That started in 2001, with the DREAM Act 
advocacy for our first class of graduating high school students, 
many of whom were undocumented and couldn’t access state or 
federal funding for their education.

DARREN: So, you had firsthand experience with Dreamers?

LAURENE : Correct—for 16 years. And I made my first trip 
to Washington, D.C., as an advocate around the Dream Act. I 
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called then Senator Jon Corzine, who was my former boss, and 
he cosponsored the bill. I thought that we were going to pass the 
DREAM Act in 2001, or 2003, or 2007. Then I thought it would 
be in 2008, or 2013, or 2014.

DARREN: But it also sounds like your philanthropy is very 
much fused with the political realities of activism too.

LAURENE : If you pull one thread, it’s connected to the whole 
fabric. And you can’t just keep pulling one thread. You actually 
have to put your hand on the fabric. Then you’ll realize: “We need 
to reweave this.”

DARREN: And that really does require both a philanthropic 
investment and an investment in the political process?

LAURENE : It does.

DARREN: For a lot of people, that second part—the political 
part—is the part they don’t like. A lot of philanthropists aren’t 
really comfortable in that space.

LAURENE : Except justice is political! You need courage not 
only in civil society, but in governance. You need courage from all 
of your elected officials and leaders because everybody has a role 
to play. And without politics and policy change, you’re not going 
to get the change that you need at scale.

DARREN: How did you come to see issues of race and gender 
in all of this? Because a lot of your work has focused on issues of 
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racial inequity, like with the Dreamers, or the issues that Bryan 
Stevenson is dealing with, like the legacy of slavery.

LAURENE : It’s simple. Resources are unequally distributed 
across our country and across sectors. So, you have to look at 
where it’s being unfairly distributed; it’s often along lines of race 
and gender.

Education is a prime example, but you can really see this with 
any issue. You could look at environmental justice, as we do as 
well, and you could just see that in the more well-off commu-
nities that get the ear of the politicians, a lot of environmental 
problems are solved, and a lot of the systems still work. You don’t 
see lead in the water in Palo Alto, but you see it across the country 
in low-income communities of color.

In fact, low-income communities are at the nexus of great 
inequities in every single system that they touch. Those coming 
into the world who are needing the most, those who are the 
most impoverished and the most imperiled, end up receiving 
the least. That’s backwards. The systems need to be redesigned so 
that those who need the most receive the most. Those who need 
the most in educational resources need to receive the most in 
educational resources.

DARREN: You see things clearly through a lens of systems anal-
ysis, which sets you apart. Some people say, “I can’t take on the 
system. I want to focus on one school,” or “I want to focus on 
one family.”

LAURENE : This is my full-time work. I think for a lot of people 
who think that way, it’s impossible for them to take on the system 
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unless they are devoting all their time, energy, and resources to 
an issue. And then, if you’re doing that, you won’t be satisfied in 
just helping one school, because you can’t unsee what you’ve seen.

So, when you understand the scale and scope of inequity, 
most people will feel like if they can respond, they must respond. 
That only happens, though, if you’re deep in it. And that requires 
a full-time investment.

For me, this is the most joyful, happy-making work on the 
planet. We get to think all day long about how to redesign unjust 
systems. How great is that? And we get to work with people who 
are doing something about injustice and inequity.

DARREN: It’s interesting that you use the word “joy.” What 
brings you joy as a philanthropist?

LAURENE : I think it’s the highest privilege in life to be a part of 
positive change in a person’s life. It’s important to understand that 
you can improve the life of another through your own efforts. 
And that that is the highest purpose of humanity.

For me to be, in some way, that inflection point in a young 
person’s life, or to be associated with people or organizations that 
are that inflection point in someone’s life—it’s happy-making. It 
fills my soul. It fills my spirit. It causes me to get up excited, every 
single day, to see what we can get accomplished.
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The Ownership 
of Selflessness

Giv ing with Humil it y

The most truly generous persons are those who give silently  
without hope of praise or reward.45

—Carol Ryrie Brink

In many circles, Chuck Feeney is known as the “James Bond of 
philanthropy.”46 After earning a great fortune in the duty-free 
shopping business, Chuck has spent more than 30 years pursuing 
his own secret mission: to go broke.

He’s well on his way to fulfilling his desire. To date, Chuck 
has given away over $8 billion.47 And he has been able to do it, for 
the most part, in absolute secrecy.

Determined to keep his philanthropic endeavors hidden, 
and directly inspired by Carnegie’s “The Gospel of Wealth,” in 
1984 Chuck funneled all of his assets into a foundation he named 
The Atlantic Philanthropies.48 Since then, the foundation has 



70 From Generosity to Justice

supported higher education, public health, human rights cam-
paigns, and scientific research. It helped provide access to AIDS 
treatments in southern Africa and offered the necessary financial 
support for a new public health system in Vietnam.49 

Until Chuck went public with his story in the wake of a 1997 
lawsuit that threatened to blow his cover, the foundation operated 
in complete anonymity.50 In the years since, Chuck has still main-
tained some measure of invisibility. To date, there is no building, 
program, or initiative that bears his name—and he refuses to have 
it any other way.

As Dr. David Skorton told me, for years Chuck has said the 
same thing over and over: “I want my last check to bounce.” After 
the two worked together on a number of projects for Cornell Uni-
versity, Chuck’s alma mater, David wanted to use the Feeney name 
“to inspire future generations of philanthropists.”51 Knowing 
Chuck would be fiercely opposed to the idea of naming a building 
or hall in his honor, David settled on something that might inspire 
others to follow in Chuck’s footsteps. “I told him I’d like to set up 
a national award, a medal in philanthropy named for him.”

Chuck swiftly vetoed it.
“‘I told you I’m not going to do this. Now stop asking!’” 

Skorton recalled Chuck saying. “It was hilarious.”
As we work to reimagine Carnegie’s gospel for the twenty-first 

century—and move from generosity toward justice—Chuck’s 
story should inspire each of us to ask a critical question: Are we 
more concerned about others’ liberation or our legacy?

In philanthropy, there is a long-established tradition of 
rewarding generous donors with a naming ceremony. Buildings 
are named in benefactors’ honor in exchange for large monetary 
contributions. The pomp and circumstance that surround these 
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dedication events not only draw attention to the contributions, 
but guarantee the contributors’ names will live on long after 
their death.

We all hope those people we know well, and even those we 
don’t, will remember the best of us: our presence, our accomplish-
ments, our life. This is a desire we all share, regardless of our level 
of wealth or prestige. But those of us engaged in philanthropy 
must be especially careful not to conflate this desire to build leg-
acy with our responsibility to do good. If we’re not cautious of 
this ego-driven aspiration, we’re at risk of giving back in ways that 
service vanity more than justice.

Sometimes naming opportunities can distort our incen-
tives and drive donations toward some causes and not others. To 
George Kaiser, chairman and majority owner of BOK Financial 
Corporation and founder of the George Kaiser Family Founda-
tion, this causes an obvious problem:

Naming opportunities are usually attached to physical structures, 

not programs. It’s wonderful to have a ballet, opera, or philhar-

monic. It’s wonderful to have libraries. But these are institutions 

predominantly patronized by the wealthy. You rarely see naming 

opportunities attached to, say, programs in early childhood educa-

tion. The compelling moral purpose, rather than the recognition, 

should drive the gift.

Having amassed his wealth from oil and gas, commercial 
banking, and private equity, George has pledged to donate his 
remaining net worth to the foundation. Deeply aware of the 
advantages he gained as a child by having caring parents, a good 
education, and the freedom that comes with economic mobility, 
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George has focused his foundation on providing equal opportu-
nities for young children. The foundation works to accomplish 
this mission by funding early childhood education, social service 
support, criminal justice assistance programs and advocacy, civic 
enhancement projects, and community health initiatives.

Most of the foundation’s funding goes toward creating and 
operating programs intended to improve a young child’s oppor-
tunity for mobility out of poverty. Those programs can show 
measurable success over time and are personally satisfying to the 
sponsor. But the foundation is also active in advocacy and policy 
work that may be even more important to those children—even 
if it’s less emotionally satisfying for donors.

Too often, some of the most important forms of impact can’t 
be seen or measured—and not being able to measure an outcome 
can kill a great program before it ever gets off the ground. John 
Arnold, co-chair of Arnold Ventures, argued that philanthropy 
tends to underfund policy work for that very reason:

Policy work is underinvested in because donors who contribute 

money for a capital campaign on a new building can point directly 

at the proverbial brick in the building and say, “I paid for this. 

And I can see directly the results of my contribution.” With policy, 

it’s difficult to know what the counterfactual would have been, or 

to try to understand success in the short and medium terms.

John’s assessment of current philanthropic attitudes is entirely 
correct. And it worries me, because pushing for new policies is 
some of the most important, most fundamental work philan-
thropists can do. At the Ford Foundation, we are proud of our 
legacy of supporting, for example, civil rights leaders like Nelson 
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Mandela, who sought to change the racist apartheid policies of his 
country. And the Ford Foundation, under the leadership of Frank 
Thomas, might never have given its support if it had required that 
Mandela provide quantitative proof of an outcome, or a bill or 
building the foundation could put its name on.

Jon Stryker took this idea a step further. A top stockholder in 
Stryker Corporation—a medical technology company founded 
by his grandfather, Dr. Homer Stryker52—Jon knows well the 
meaning of a name and the way legacy works. In 2000, he 
founded the Arcus Foundation, which is dedicated to LGBTQ 
social justice and great ape conservation. Originally, Arcus was 
going to be called the Jon Stryker Foundation. But then Jon real-
ized something:

I didn’t want it to be all about me. I wanted to build an institu-

tion that symbolized something to people, that was a place people 

knew they could go to get assistance in their work. It was about a 

whole bunch of comrades working together. I was really trying to 

build a symbol of hope and intelligence and rationality. And Arcus 

has become that.

Indeed, Jon’s insight was that by taking his name off the foun-
dation, he would help make the foundation less about him—and 
more about the causes he wanted to promote and the communi-
ties he hoped to build.

So, beyond questioning the intentionality behind our philan-
thropy, moving from generosity toward justice will also require us 
to ask ourselves another critical question: Are we doing it because 
it’s easy? Having a building or university hall named in your 
honor offers almost instant gratification; it’s tangible proof of 
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your contribution. The immediate payoff can be deeply alluring, 
especially when your donation benefits a school, university, or 
church you attended. But in a time when inequality and injustice 
abound, that form of philanthropy—while very important—may 
not be the most valuable.

Acknowledging the ways we have been gifted with opportu-
nities and resources unavailable to others is essential to the work 
of justice. It both allows us to see the systems of privilege at play 
and endows us with an ability to alter them for the betterment 
of all people. So, it’s natural, after recognizing your privilege, to 
think you should support the institutions that gave you an advan-
tage, to help others reach the same status.

There is no denying that the institutions we attend shape and 
mold us in significant ways. But when it comes to giving back, it 
is always worth asking the question: Where are my resources most 
needed?

Although donating to educational institutions and religious 
organizations is commendable, institutions and programs that are 
already well resourced and well funded may not need our contri-
butions the most. Though these entities do good work, justice 
may be better served if we invest in places and programs that are 
underfunded and lacking resources. The emotional payoff of 
these investments may not be as immediate or tangible, but they 
are far more profitable to the cause of justice. 

In the end, addressing these dichotomies in philanthropy—
legacy versus justice, doing what is easy versus doing what is 
hard—ultimately comes down to one thing: ego. And unfortu-
nately, even after we have acknowledged our privilege, even after 
we have confronted bias, even after we have chosen to actively 
pursue justice, ego can still get in our way.

One of the problems facing philanthropy is that so much 

of it is based on the life experiences of the philanthro-

pists themselves. Probably 60 percent of American philan-

thropy is dedicated to colleges and universities, religious 

institutions, health care facilities, medical research, and 

naming opportunities related to those causes. These are 

all institutions that have been important in the lives of 

philanthropists, and they do a lot of good, but they’re not 

necessarily the most effective or morally compelling tar-

gets for philanthropy to focus on.

— George Kaiser, founder of the George Kaiser  

Family Foundation
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Practicing a New Gospel of Wealth doesn’t necessitate the 
death of our ego, but it does require us to monitor it. To effectively 
move away from generosity and toward justice, we must learn to 
decenter our personal aspirations and agendas. Although we may 
find ourselves in positions of leadership in philanthropy, it’s not 
all about us. “It is leadership not solely for the advancement of 
one’s self, but intentionally for the advancement of others,” as 
Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen rightly pointed out in the definition 
of her new leadership archetype: “legacy leadership.”

Ego does not affect only individuals and leaders in philan-
thropy. The temptation is present also for institutions to demon-
strate how their contributions deliver impact, a tendency that 
inevitably stifles collaborations that would make credit harder to 
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— George Kaiser, founder of the George Kaiser  

Family Foundation
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assign. When we seek credit over collaboration—even with the 
best intentions or to justify our continued investment—we can 
let egos and logos get in the way of impact. This limits the ways 
we can work together toward justice.

If anyone appreciates the effectiveness of philanthropy from 
a place of humility, it’s Strive Masiyiwa. In 1993, Strive founded 
Econet Group in his home country of Zimbabwe.53 After over-
coming a legal battle with the state to receive a license, he grew 
the company into a multinational telecommunications group 
across 29 countries and became Zimbabwe’s first billionaire.54

Almost from the beginning (since 1996), Strive and his wife, 
Tsitsi, founded and built Higherlife Foundation, an organization 
dedicated to providing access to high-quality education for 250,000 
young African students over the past 20 years.55 And beyond his 
personal philanthropy, Strive is also a luminary in the philanthropic 
sector, having served for over 15 years on the board of trustees of 
The Rockefeller Foundation.56 Despite having such an inspiring 
story and impressive résumé, Strive reminds us, “Philanthropy is at 
its best when you do something and you don’t need credit.”

As individuals and organizations with vast amounts of wealth 
and resources, we are at an increased risk of self-aggrandizement. 
Rather than seeing those affected by systems of oppression and 
injustice as co-laborers with us, we can begin to see ourselves 
as “saviors.” It is a powerful mindset that tempts even the best 
among us.

Remember Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s conviction that while 
“philanthropy is commendable,” we must not “overlook the cir-
cumstances of economic injustice which make philanthropy nec-
essary.”57 No doubt, King’s leadership and legacy should inspire 
all philanthropists, activists, and lovers of justice. In fact, I’m sure 
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that when any of us think of visionary leaders who have inspired 
large groups of people to join the fight for social justice, King is at 
the top of our list. And yet, as awe-inspiring and revolutionary as 
he was, he too was not immune to the pitfalls of the human ego.

While many people instantly associate the civil rights move-
ment with King, a lesser-known but no less important leader in 
the movement was Ella Baker. Born in Norfolk, Virginia, Baker 
was committed to the cause of justice from a young age.58 As a 
small child, she heard her grandmother’s tales of slave life. By 
the time she joined the Young Negroes’ Cooperative League—an 
organization created to foster black economic power through col-
lective action—in 1930, Baker had internalized the importance 
of fighting for the marginalized. That unwavering conviction led 
her to Atlanta in 1957, where she helped run King’s Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference and, later, the Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee.59

Even though Baker worked closely with King and his organi-
zation, she did not hesitate to draw attention to issues she felt hin-
dered their effectiveness, even when they involved King himself. In 
addition to deriding the sexism that pervaded the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference’s patriarchal structure, she also cri-
tiqued the towering, larger-than-life persona associated with King. 
In her book, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement, Professor 
Barbara Ransby argues that “Baker felt the focus on King drained 
the masses of confidence in themselves. People often marveled at 
things King could do that they could not; his eloquent speeches 
overwhelmed as well as inspired.”60 Unafraid to share her dissent-
ing thoughts with King directly, Baker asked him, at one point, 
why he allowed people to view him in such a grandiose, hero-like 
way. King replied that it was simply what people wanted.61
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While there is no doubting King’s leadership, Baker’s crit-
icism of King was valid. The “savior” persona that surrounded 
King—a persona he didn’t explicitly push back against—helped 
galvanize followers, but sometimes distracted from the move-
ment. Rather than focusing on the collective grassroots efforts of 
individuals from all backgrounds, often the attention was unduly 
devoted to King.

Just consider the way we perceive the civil rights movement 
today. Growing up, every child learns Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
name. Schools and streets are named after him. He has his own 
holiday. But why is the same not true for all the other on-the-
ground organizers in the movement—particularly for the women 
and LGBTQ people laboring in King’s shadow? Critical figures 
like Diane Nash, Septima Clark, Bayard Rustin, Dorothy Height, 
and Fannie Lou Hamer are too often ignored—and that’s par-
tially because King’s towering public persona was allowed to 
eclipse their efforts.

Now we can only wonder: What would it have meant for 
the civil rights movement—for young women and LGBTQ peo-
ple back then, and even today—if these powerful role models 
had seen more time in the spotlight? What could it have meant, 
for people around the world, if their examples had been used to 
remind us of the personal power we all have, as individuals, to 
create change? Unfortunately, we will never know.

Doing justice is not easy work. It can be hard, tedious, and 
unrelenting. Tearing down the oppressive institutions that have 
denied individuals opportunities and freedoms for far too long 
requires much from us—including deep humility. And even the 
best of us, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., can fall short of 
that requirement at times.
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Whenever I consider the importance of humility, I remind 
myself that this fight is bigger than all of us. Conversely, the same 
holds true for whenever I feel the symptoms of imposter syn-
drome and begin to doubt my own abilities. I remember that no 
one has to do this alone and, more important, no one has all the 
answers.

Accepting this truth may come with discomfort. After all, no 
one wants to feel inadequate or insufficient. But in this moment, 
I believe we are being called to lean into this uneasiness. As Laura 
Arrillaga-Andreessen put it, we’re being summoned to “find com-
fort in discomfort.”

We will not always get it right. We will make mistakes. We 
will need help. We will fall short—even the best among us do 
from time to time. But we can take proactive steps to ensure we 
are always decentering ourselves and centering the cause of jus-
tice. We can check our privilege, confront our own biases, temper 
our egos, and exercise humility. When we take these precaution-
ary measures with earnest conviction, we are well on the path 
toward doing justice. In fact, it means we’re ready for the next 
step: seeking out the root causes of injustice.





5

The R a is ing of 
Roots

Address ing Causes,  
Not Consequences

The opposite of poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice.62

—Bryan Stevenson

When we think of images that illustrate justice, a supermarket 
may not be the first thing that comes to mind. And yet when 
Pathmark opened on 125th Street in Harlem in 1999, local resi-
dents were finally given something they had deserved for 30 years: 
a well-stocked supermarket.63 

Prior to Pathmark’s arrival, supermarket chains had avoided 
Harlem. Concerned about shoplifting and the community’s sup-
posed lack of buying power, stores stayed away. But after having 
success in other inner-city areas, Pathmark decided to give this 
historic New York neighborhood a try.
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The Pathmark supermarket was built by the Abyssinian 
Development Corporation, a Harlem-based nonprofit organiza-
tion I had the honor of serving back in 1994. Dedicated to revi-
talizing the community, ADC has worked to develop a wide range 
of projects, all with the goal of empowering residents to be masters 
of their own social, cultural, and economic lives. Rather than sim-
ply addressing the community’s lack of access to fresh foods or its 
housing problem, ADC has been addressing a root cause of these 
issues: a lack of investment in the neighborhood.

When we look out at the world, we can identify many unjust 
outcomes that merit our attention and concern. Millions are 
unsure about where their next meal is coming from. Many fami-
lies, both here and abroad, are struggling to find affordable hous-
ing, or indeed any housing at all. Natural disasters devastate entire 
communities—particularly poorer communities—around the 
world. As individuals involved in philanthropy, we may respond 
to these troubling realities by funding world hunger initiatives or 
opening homeless shelters, or contributing to relief and rebuild-
ing projects. While these efforts are commendable and help solve 
immediate needs, they do not necessarily address the systemic 
issues that produced the problems.

This is partly because the symptoms of our biggest problems 
often are highly visible. The urgent distracts from the underlying. 
We see the individuals living on street corners. We hear about the 
children who are malnourished because there’s no place to buy 
fresh fruits and vegetables in their neighborhood. We know of the 
many families struggling to buy basic school supplies for the new 
school year. Because we can so clearly observe these symptoms, 
addressing them is far easier than tackling the underlying diseases 
that caused them. Plus, it makes us more comfortable.
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When we donate to a homeless shelter or sponsor a family 
for the holidays, it helps us alleviate the “survivor’s guilt” we may 
have about our own privilege. It makes us feel good. But in the 
end, doing justice is not about doing what feels good; it’s about 
doing good, and that goes far beyond charity.

Doing good means doing the uncomfortable work of expos-
ing the reasons charity is necessary in the first place. That excava-
tion process is not always pleasant. In fact, as I realized during my 
visit to the Equal Justice Initiative’s National Memorial for Peace 
and Justice, it can be pretty painful.

When Bryan Stevenson founded EJI back in 1989, he 
wanted to help solve an immediate issue: the lack of legal repre-
sentation for poor prisoners on death row in Alabama. Alabama 
prisoners who were unable to afford a lawyer had little to no 
options. There were no public defenders, and those appointed 
by the state got a maximum of $1,000 per case.64 If you were 
wrongly convicted and on death row in Alabama, being poor 
was, literally, a death sentence.

EJI sought to change that.
As of 2016, EJI has helped over 115 people on death row 

reverse their sentences and, in some cases, gain their freedom.65 
And since its founding 30 years ago, it has expanded its legal aid 
capacity to include minors as well as people with physical and 
mental disabilities.66 

In recent years, EJI has garnered national attention not only 
for its inspiring legal aid work but also for its unflinching com-
mitment to unearthing the painful history that gave birth to 
America’s mass incarceration crisis. Beyond addressing the visible 
injustices of the criminal justice system, EJI has been at the fore-
front of research on race, poverty, and the history of slavery and 
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lynching in America. Similar to Michelle Alexander’s work in The 
New Jim Crow, EJI research efforts are drawing direct connec-
tions between America’s storied struggle with racism and white 
supremacy and the racial prejudice of its criminal justice system. 
What began as an organization with a simple mission—address-
ing one symptom of a diseased system—has become a leader in 
a larger movement to fight mass incarceration by addressing its 
underlying cause: racism.

EJI recognizes that solving the racial inequities of today will 
require the nation to grapple with its troubled past. It is keenly 
aware that there can be no true healing and restoration without 
an understanding that something is broken, and has been for a 
long time. So, beyond publishing research reports, EJI is facili-
tating this long-overdue reckoning process through its memorial.

On April 26, 2018, EJI’s National Memorial for Peace and 
Justice in Montgomery, Alabama, opened to the public.67 It is the 
nation’s first memorial dedicated to “the legacy of enslaved black 
people, people terrorized by lynching, African Americans humil-
iated by racial segregation and Jim Crow, and people of color 
burdened with contemporary presumptions of guilt and police 
violence.”68 I had the honor of visiting this remarkable space on 
its opening day, and it was beyond moving. Walking through this 
memorial—reading the names of men, women, boys, and girls who 
were beaten, tortured, and lynched simply because of the color of 
their skin—was an immersion in pain, but it felt deeply necessary.

By creating the National Memorial for Peace and Justice, EJI 
has crafted a space where we, as a nation, can mourn the victims of 
injustice, reflect on the pain of inequality, and remember the hor-
rors of the past. It has gifted us with an incredible opportunity to 
face the fundamental flaws of our history so we can better recognize 
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their deep connection to our flawed present. Through both its 
research work and this memorial, EJI is illustrating what it means 
to go beyond the surface—to unearth the roots that nurture the 
fruits of injustice we see and so desperately desire to address. 

Now, while it’s one thing to make visible the root causes of 
inequality in our society, it’s quite another to shift the systems 
that have grown as a result. We can’t—and should not be tempted 
to—look only at the specifics of a case like Michael Brown or Eric 
Garner, or all the Michaels and Erics and Trayvons and Tamirs 
and Sandras we have lost. To understand what happened to 
them, and so many others like them, we have to look beyond the 
immediate. We have to grapple with the past and how it infects 
the present—how individual episodes are linked to larger social 

I think one of the biggest challenges that we’ve had to 

overcome—and that we continue to work on—is that 

sometimes we focus too much on projects and too lit-

tle on process. In fighting the most immediate problems, 

we sometimes gloss over the root causes. Because that is 

the matrix we have to work within: the resources that 

we receive are all for specific outcomes that we have to 

deliver. So we focus on those outcomes rather than the 

systemic issues.

—Ikal Angelei, founder of Friends of Lake Turkana 



86 From Generosity to Justice

habits and forces. If we know that racism is at the root of mass 
incarceration, how do we fight the problem at the root? If we can 
trace wrongly convicted black defendants to discrimination in the 
court system, how do we confront bias on a structural level rather 
than just a personal one?

These are difficult questions, and there are no easy answers 
to uproot pervasive injustice. That said, when we start with root 
causes, innovative and just solutions can emerge. And not all of 
those solutions are going to come from programming. Just as seek-
ing root causes reveals deeper structural issues, we might find solu-
tions in reimagining our most fundamental systems and structures.

For example, take the recent work the Ford Foundation has 
been doing around impact investing and mission-related invest-
ments (MRIs).

Like all foundations, the Ford Foundation is a creature of 
capitalism. At one point in our early history, the foundation 
owned a majority of the nonvoting shares of the Ford Motor 
Company. The profits made from the selling of those shares in the 
mid-twentieth century, in addition to our current investments in 
the market, fund our endowment. As a major beneficiary of the 
free market economy, we benefit from a system that also creates 
inequities in our society.

Henry Ford II, the former president of the foundation, once 
wrote that we should “examine the question of our obligations to 
our economic system.”69 He challenged us to consider how the 
Ford Foundation, “as one of the [market] system’s most promi-
nent offspring, might act most wisely to strengthen and improve 
its progenitor.”

To put it more bluntly, we were established by a market sys-
tem and endowed by the money of the past century’s 1 percent. 
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We are stewards of enormous resources—participants in and 
beneficiaries of a capitalist system. As a result, our work is quite 
literally enabled by returns on capital. In turn, I believe we are 
obligated “to strengthen and improve” the system to which we 
owe our good fortune.

My conviction is not anathema to capitalism. The great 
economist Adam Smith himself argued that the markets could 
not be blind to the condition of society, and that “no society 
can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far greater 
part of the members are poor and miserable.”70 Smith was a 
visionary—not only the forefather of capitalism, but also the 
author of The Theory of Moral Sentiments, which he regarded as 
more important than his The Wealth of Nations. Philanthropy’s 
role, he believed, is to contribute to the “flourishing” of the “far 
greater part”—to help foster a stronger safety net and a level 
playing field.

One step the Ford Foundation is taking to do this—to help 
correct the market’s biggest weak point, inequality—is to rethink 
how we manage and utilize our endowment.

In 1969, US tax law mandated that foundations pay out a 
minimum of 6 percent of their total assets each year.71 The per-
centage has since stabilized at 5 percent. For the Ford Founda-
tion, in recent years, meeting this requirement has translated to 
an annual grant-making budget of around $600 million. Mean-
while, we put the other 95 percent of our assets to work in the 
investment market, with the goal of earning financial returns that 
sustain the grant-making power of our endowment over time.

In the spring of 2017, the foundation reimagined this stan-
dard protocol in philanthropy. After many months of analysis and 
planning, our Board of Trustees authorized the allocation of up 
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to $1 billion of our endowment for mission-related investments 
(MRIs). These investments will allow us to achieve financial 
returns for our endowment while also addressing a root cause of 
injustice: a lack of investments in underserved communities.

In our market system, there is a deeply ingrained idea that we 
have to achieve the highest monetary returns; we value financial 
gains above all else. The by-product of this mentality is a kind of 
skepticism, or risk aversion, that tends to exacerbate inequality. 
Rather than investing in low-income areas, we are inclined to pool 
our investments in places that have already been “proven.” And 
when it comes down to the types of investments we make, we don’t 
always think of social returns as being as valuable as financial ones. 
If we cannot count or quantify the impact of our potential invest-
ment, we shy away from that opportunity. As a result, we create an 
uneven market that is heavily funded in some areas and severely 
underfunded in others. It is no surprise that these neglected areas 
tend to be low-income communities and communities of color.

In many parts of the world, failing to invest in a commu-
nity results in a lack of business activity in the area, which then 
results in a higher unemployment rate. And in most cases, a high 
unemployed rate is correlated with a high poverty rate, which 
leads to a whole host of issues: inability to afford healthy foods, 
lack of access to quality health care facilities, limited transpor-
tation options, and understaffed public schools, just to name a 
few. This underlying investment problem—which often acts in 
tandem with other drivers of inequality—gives birth to an array 
of unjust outcomes.

Whether by choosing investments that make housing more 
affordable and inclusive, or by expanding access to vital financial 
services in low-income communities, MRIs will help us tackle 
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this issue. By actively choosing to invest in “risky” areas where 
returns may not come as easily or in financial form, we are seek-
ing to correct an underlying issue in the market. And by offering 
communities more affordable housing options and increasing 
their ability to secure loans and finance their businesses, MRIs 
will give these areas the kind of economic attention that, for far 
too long, they have needed and deserved.

Outside of the Ford Foundation, other beneficiaries of cap-
italism are also thinking about how we ought to improve our 
market system and address the root causes of inequality that 
are inherent within it. One inspiring example is Nick Hanauer, 
a successful entrepreneur and venture capitalist who has used 
his wealth and influence to reduce inequality by attacking it at 
its roots.

Nick made his fortune as a serial entrepreneur. His grand-
father and great-uncle—fleeing from Nazi Germany—started a 
bedding business now known as the Pacific Coast Feather Com-
pany.72 Nick grew up working in the family business, trying his 
hand at every odd job. Even though his family owned the busi-
ness, he did physical labor and had to work his way up through 
the company ladder. Nick says this taught him the value of work. 
And though his career took off—as an early investor in Ama-
zon, a starter and seller of multiple companies, and eventually the 
co-founder of venture capital firm Second Avenue Partners—he 
never forgot that lesson.

That’s why Nick has been fighting to increase the minimum 
wage for years. In June 2014, in his hometown of Seattle, Nick 
was successful: He helped get an ordinance passed that put Seattle 
businesses on a timeline to incrementally raise their minimum 
wage to $15  an hour.73 (Larger businesses had to move faster, 
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while smaller businesses were given more time to adjust.) Perhaps 
most remarkable was that this minimum wage increase included 
tipped workers, for whom the federal government currently sets 
the minimum at $2.13.74

Years after this policy was enacted, Nick argues that it has been 
an unmitigated success. As he wrote in POLITICO Magazine: 

When the ordinance passed in June of 2014, Seattle’s unemploy-

ment rate already stood at a healthy 4.5 percent; in April 2017, it 

hit a record low of 2.6 percent (basically a labor shortage). Seattle 

is now the fastest growing big city in America. Our restaurant 

industry is booming, second only to San Francisco in the num-

ber of eateries per capita, with food service industry job growth 

far outpacing the nation. Restaurateurs who once warned against 

raising wages are now complaining about how hard it is to fill the 

positions they have.75

The reason for all of this, Nick explains, is that raising the 
minimum wage gets at several root causes: systemic poverty, yes, 
but also a slowdown in our capitalist system. After all, if you pay 
people more, that means more people have money to spend in the 
marketplace. That means businesses get more customers—and, 
subsequently, need to hire more workers to meet that demand.

It’s not a coincidence that this “virtuous cycle” produces a 
more just outcome.76 As Nick put it: “The more fully we include 
people, the more just the market is, the more prosperity we get. 
Justice is the source of all prosperity.”

Of course, much of the work Nick does on this front is 
not “charity” according to the US government, in that it’s not 
tax-deductible the same way donating to, say, the American Red 
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Cross is. Philanthropists call this the difference between “c3” and 
“c4” donations. 501(c)3 organizations are tax-exempt charities, 
religious organizations, and educational organizations that do not 
have a partisan bent. 501(c)4 organizations are tax-exempt too, 
but they don’t have to be nonpartisan. The catch: You can’t get a 
tax deduction for donating to the latter.

But Nick argues that the wealthy shouldn’t spend any time 
thinking about this distinction. In fact, it’s a distraction from get-
ting at root causes. As he told me, “I don’t make a distinction 
between c3 and c4 dollars in my mental process. I don’t count 
how much is deductible. All I think about is maximizing the 
amount of progress that I can make.” Nick went on to explain: “I 
could donate a million dollars through my foundation in c3 to a 
homeless shelter, or I could use that same million dollars to run 
a campaign to raise a tax to generate $300 million a year to help 
with homelessness. For me, it’s not even a close call.”

There is, however, a downside to justice-oriented philan-
thropy: You may not win universal approval from your peers. 
“When you give $1 million to the homeless shelter, your wealthy 
peers congratulate you and the papers write a nice story about 
how generous you are,” Nick pointed out. “When you use the 
same $1 million to run a political campaign to raise the taxes that 
it will take to actually address the problem of homelessness struc-
turally, you get hate mail. You are shunned by your peers, and the 
newspapers call you a communist.”

This can be a real challenge, especially for wealthy people. It 
creates conflict with their peers and requires some antagonizing. 
But we shouldn’t be doing charitable works just to win approval, 
or to get along with everyone, or for the sake of a tax deduction. 
We should be deploying our resources to address the problems in 
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whatever way is most powerful and efficient—regardless of how 
it may help us.

Obviously, addressing the root causes of injustice in this way 
does not mean we have to neglect the immediate needs created 
by those problems. In fact, we shouldn’t neglect these symptoms; 
doing justice means addressing the underlying sources of injustice 
and their effects. The ways we can work along this continuum 
from the surface to the root causes—from generosity to justice—
are exemplified in so many ways: from the work of the Equal 
Justice Initiative to the fight to raise the minimum wage to, on a 
more local level, the efforts of the innovative Brownsville Com-
munity Culinary Center.

Located in east Brooklyn, Brownsville is one of the borough’s 
poorest and most dangerous neighborhoods. According to a 2017 
report from the Citizens’ Committee for Children of New York 
(CCC), it is the most hazardous area for children to grow up in 
in Brooklyn.77 The neighborhood suffers from a scarcity of super-
markets, banks, businesses, restaurants, and public transporta-
tion. “What makes Brownsville unique is you have a scarcity of a 
whole slew of assets,” Apurva Mehrotra, the CCC’s former direc-
tor of research and data analysis, told the New York Daily News in 
2017. “It’s not a mild scarcity.”78 

Determined to improve this fledgling community through 
food, Lucas Denton, a former ironworker and human rights 
activist, and Claus Meyer, a culinary entrepreneur, opened the 
Brownsville Community Culinary Center (BCCC) in June 
2017.79 This nonprofit organization offers a 40-week, paid culi-
nary training program to local residents.80 Program participants 
receive training in culinary arts, hospitality, financial literacy, 
personal budgeting, and time management, and many go on to 
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work various jobs within the food industry.81 Aside from being a 
much-needed job training facility for the community, the center 
is also a sit-down restaurant and café that offers healthy affordable 
food to local residents. When it opened in 2017, it was, according 
to residents, the first sit-down restaurant of any kind to open in 
Brownsville in 50 years.82 

The BCCC serves many roles: culinary school, job training 
program, restaurant, community center. Its mission is to offer 
“healthy, accessible cuisine to neighborhood residents,” to create 
a place that “educates and inspires participants to excel in the 
food-service industry,” and to “serve as a forum through which 
the Brownsville neighborhood can address and organize around 
issues of food injustice.”83 Just as the Pathmark supermarket did 
after opening in Harlem two decades earlier, BCCC is increasing 
Brownsville residents’ access to healthy food options; it is solving 
an immediate need. But it is also simultaneously tackling a root 
cause of the area’s food scarcity: a lack of gainful employment 
opportunities.

As local residents graduate from the culinary program and 
secure lucrative food industry jobs, the buying power of the com-
munity will increase. As the community’s buying power increases, 
not only will more businesses flock to the area, but local busi-
nesses already established there will be more successful. BCCC’s 
intervention at the root of the problem will have a cascading 
effect that will foster both immediate and lasting change.

Ultimately, to solve the systemic causes of injustice, we must 
learn to both zoom out and zoom in. We have to remain aware of 
the larger issues at play as we craft on-the-ground solutions that 
address them. And we must understand that as we dig deeper and 
deeper to excavate these systemic causes, we may find that what 



94 From Generosity to Justice

was once a “root” solution isn’t anymore. In 1999, addressing a 
root cause meant building a supermarket. Now, it’s opening a 
community culinary center.

We constantly have to push ourselves to dig deeper, to exca-
vate more. The root causes of injustice are often obscured—
buried deep in our history, our institutions, and our cultural 
practices—and they are not singular. They are a tangled network 
of interrelated issues that feed and support the problems we see. 
Excavating them is an ongoing process that will require patience, 
commitment, and an understanding that the excavation process 
will not always look the same.

While one community may be struggling with a scarcity of 
business investments, another may be grappling with gentrifica-
tion. Every community is different, and unique communities will 
require unique solutions. In order to craft programs and initia-
tives that effectively address systemic problems, we have to famil-
iarize ourselves with those whom we are trying to help. If we don’t 
take time to gain this knowledge, we risk crafting plans of action 
that don’t truly meet the needs of the community. So, we must 
hear from those who have a keen understanding of the communi-
ty’s needs. To effectively formulate on-the-ground solutions that 
attack the root causes of injustice, we must first learn to listen to 
the people on the ground.



Nurtur ing 
Communit ies

A Conversation with Carly Hare

For years, Carly Hare has been working both on the ground, 
building and growing activist movements, and in philanthropic 
organizations, pushing them toward justice.

Throughout her career of public service, she has led organi-
zations committed to improving the lives of underserved com-
munities large and small. Today, she is the coalition director for 
CHANGE Philanthropy, a group that advocates for more equita-
ble practices in the philanthropic sector.

As a woman and citizen of the Pawnee Nation, Carly has 
fought for the rights and well-being of Native peoples specifically, 
serving as executive director of Native Americans in Philanthropy 
and, prior to that, as director of development for the Native 
American Rights Fund.84

Carly has also volunteered her time to serve on a number 
of boards and advisory committees supporting various causes, 
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including the Common Counsel Foundation (which supports 
groups that organize for environmental, racial, and economic jus-
tice)85 and the D5 Coalition (which seeks to advance “diversity, 
equity, and inclusion in philanthropy”).86

This unique vantage point allows Carly to both understand 
the world of philanthropy and see where charity isn’t enough to 
help underserved communities. She has called for philanthropists 
“to move toward philanthropic equity” by making fundamental 
changes to the structure of charitable organizations. These changes 
include, but are not limited to, hiring “people from underinvested 
communities” at every level of an organization, and increasing 
investments in unrestricted resources within those communities 
so they can maintain decision-making power.87

In short, Carly is a philanthropist seeking justice, and a jus-
tice activist pushing for better philanthropy.

DARREN: Carly, could you describe yourself and the work you 
do?

CARLY: When I was 16, I received my Pawnee name in our tradi-
tional, communal, familial way. That name is <i kita u hoo <i ]a hiks, 
which translates to “kind leader of men.” So, in a way, I’ve always 
been called to have a space and play a role, even if that space 
and that role were not traditional. Because I come from a tribal 
community, the values of reciprocity, community-centered care, 
leadership, and wisdom-sharing are all very important to me. 
And those values are deeply embedded in the work that we do 
organizationally, and also in how I navigate the work personally.
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I’ve been in philanthropy for such a long time now that I 
often find myself in a meeting thinking, How am I the elder at 
this table? 

DARREN: Don’t worry, you’re not the elder here.

CARLY: But in some rooms, in certain crowds, I am! I’ve been 
doing this work for 15 years now. When I first entered the field, 
I felt a bit like an interloper. I spent a lot of time trying to demy-
stify this field. But then, like most people, I went from feeling 
like an interloper, to feeling like an infiltrator, to feeling like an 
interrupter.

Today, I’m excited about the work we’re doing at CHANGE 
Philanthropy. Our coalition has evolved over the years. There 
have been some big changes, and we’ve begun not only challeng-
ing and questioning philanthropy but making a statement and 
putting out a call to action. It’s even in our name.

The shift in philanthropy that we want to see is about influ-
ence, about magnifying impact, and about changing traditional 
dialogues and practices—which is why this frame of approaching 
philanthropy through justice is so exciting to me.

Most people in philanthropy today are getting more com-
fortable with exploring these changes, and they’re beginning to 
implement and practice some of them, so it’s an exciting time 
to be in the field. We’ve been able to bring forward some of that 
wisdom that has always been present, in a more coordinated, stra-
tegic, and intersectional way. The deeper work we’re focused on 
is about justice and liberation, and I’m interested in the role that 
philanthropy can play in that work.
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DARREN: You’ve been at this for quite a while, and all your 
work has culminated in CHANGE Philanthropy. So why did you 
get involved? What was it about philanthropy that drew you to 
this work?

CARLY: I feel very fortunate to have had the entry point into 
this work that I did. I started working in philanthropy as a pro-
gram officer at The Community Foundation Serving Boulder 
County. I was about 25 years old, and I was the only person of 
color on its staff at the time.

It was a wonderful challenge and a great experience. The pres-
ident of that foundation hired staff based on our potential rather 
than strictly looking at our résumé and background. And I think 
that experience changed how I look at the world and the work 
of philanthropy. Back then, it took me three weeks of practice 
before I was even able to pronounce the words “philanthropy” 
and “philanthropist” without tripping over them. It was definitely 
a challenge. But some of the best advice I got was from my pre-
vious employer, who ran a Native-led organization. I sat down 
with him and told him about my new position. Without a pause 
he told me, “We need more people to learn about this work and 
share it with our community. Because we don’t know that world, 
and we need to know more about it.”

Not everyone has the kind of opportunity I did. These sys-
tems often don’t have entry points designed for people like me. 
That was a big challenge.

So, the work that I’m involved in is the work that I’m per-
sonally connected to. The evolution of change is about shifting 
these access points. It’s about broadening the pipeline, rethinking 
the structures, and understanding how different individuals and 
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institutions are navigating this space. Our communities need us to 
go in, learn, figure out how to thrive, and then change the work 
and the institution itself. That’s a powerful motivator for a lot of 
people who are called or invited or pushed into doing this work. 
And the most important thing is the ability to assess your sur-
roundings, adapt to this environment, and then use the systems of 
power to your own advantage to shift the entire industry’s practice.

DARREN: Can you talk about what you think the difference 
between charity and justice is, and how you practice the two in 
your own work?

CARLY: The way we think about it at CHANGE—and the way 
I think about it personally, when I’m working with colleagues or 
field partners—is that there’s a broad spectrum from charity to 
justice, and different individuals and institutions occupy different 
bandwidths on that spectrum. We often forget about the edges of 
that spectrum. On one hand, we have charity-focused frames for 
grant-making. For many people who subscribe to that view, your 
investments and your engagement strategies often perpetuate the 
status quo.

There is a wide swath of foundations today that continue 
to support and engage with white supremacists and patriar-
chal systems. People like that, who are closer to the status quo, 
often aren’t ready to have conversations with us. Their mode of 
thinking is very much rooted in that traditional charitable grant- 
making model for institutions and organizations. We’re fully 
aware that it’s going to take a lot of work—on both the indi-
vidual and the institutional levels—to shift these people from a 
charity-focused model to a justice- and liberation-focused model.
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But then, on the other end of the spectrum, there are the 
people who are focused on liberation—who want to move toward 
liberation-focused frames of funding, where foundations step 
away from the power dynamics of the past and pursue a more 
democratized approach that’s centered on community. These 
individuals and organizations aren’t focusing just on rectifying 
inequality, but on promoting a different vision for the field itself. 
And that’s radical. They’re interested in shifting our frames for 
understanding this work and this world, and in thinking about 
how we can modify our existing approaches.

I want to share one more thought on this point. There’s 
a quotation that has guided a lot of my thinking on this sub-
ject. I can’t remember who originally said it, but it’s something 
like: “The American policies of termination and extermination 
weren’t as detrimental to American Indians as the goodwill of 
white women.”

I first encountered that idea when I was involved in tribal 
work—right before I made the shift into philanthropy. Aside 
from the sheer shock of the statement, what I take away from it is 
the fact that we can’t find other people’s solutions. It’s something 
I think about every once in a while, especially when I’m in groups 
of mostly white women.

When we try to find other people’s solutions, we inevitably 
cause new problems. Our intent and our impact are simply mis-
aligned. That’s why we have to be mindful to engage with the 
community. That’s the difference between approaching philan-
thropy from a charity mindset and approaching it with a justice 
mindset.

It’s easy to solve the problems that someone faces today 
with a quick Band-Aid solution, but you might create long-term 
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consequences without realizing it. Caring about justice means 
being intentional about putting the voices of individuals and 
communities at the center of these conversations. It means mak-
ing sure that these individuals have access to the conversations 
we’re having about progress. It takes intentionality.

DARREN: A lot of what you’re talking about gets at this ques-
tion of root causes. As you say, none of these root causes will get 
addressed unless we speak to, engage with, and listen to the com-
munities who are closest to the challenge and best positioned to 
know the solutions. So, when thinking about these root causes, 
what core underlying issues do you think we should be focusing on?

CARLY: The key, I think, is to address the core pieces of policy, 
or practice, that have created the disparities in our society.

When I was at Native Americans in Philanthropy, people 
would come up to me and ask, “How can we help address alco-
holism in Indian communities?” They would tell me they didn’t 
understand why American Indian communities had such low 
high school graduation rates, or why people in these communities 
were at such high risk for so many other dangers. And often my 
answer would be, “Well, have you ever heard of the Dawes Act of 
188788?” Because this single policy resulted in the disenfranchise-
ment of American Indians across the country. It destroyed com-
munities and leadership structures and shattered the foundation 
of so many communities.

Whether you’re looking at education, community leadership, 
or other issues, we can name a number of individual pieces of 
legislation or policy that created the problems that so many com-
munities of color face today.
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Often, the issues we focus on in philanthropy don’t address 
those root causes of isolation, whether it’s the policing of our 
communities and our bodies, or the geographic or educational 
control mechanisms that have trapped so many communities. 
A charity-focused approach will never address those problems. 
People who are concerned with charity focus on whether kids 
will have food on the table tomorrow. It will focus on hiring tru-
ancy officers to track down students who don’t show up to school. 
But it won’t look at reforming the education system as a whole. 
It won’t question what systematic disadvantages, say, a Latina 
woman might face on a daily basis.

So yes, a justice-centered approach means looking at those 
root causes. It means stepping back and owning our history—
even the parts of it we’re uncomfortable with. It means exploring 
how that history impacts us here and now, and identifying the 
pieces of policy or practice that created these systemic inequalities 
in the first place. It means reframing, refocusing, and realigning 
the work we want to see done. Sometimes it might mean making 
large-scale system modifications or taking approaches completely 
opposite to the ones we took before.

The people in our communities have those solutions. They 
have those ideas. They often don’t have the luxury of the time, 
resources, or talent that we have in the philanthropy sector. To 
me, that’s why we need to shift from charity to justice. But mak-
ing that shift requires us to open our doors and think about the 
world differently.

If you’re doing this work the right way, you shouldn’t be 
thinking about what’s a win for your institution; you should be 
trying to identify what role you can play in supporting solutions. 
It shouldn’t be about the shiniest projects, or getting your name 
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on things, or how this work will impact you. As individuals and 
institutions in this sector, we should be thinking about how we 
align ourselves with this work and the power that we hold.

DARREN: We all face obstacles as we attempt to take on this 
idea of a justice mindset in philanthropy. From your perspective, 
what do you think are the biggest challenges that you face when it 
comes to moving this justice mindset forward? What roadblocks 
have you encountered? How did you overcome them?

CARLY: One of the biggest challenges we face lies in the lexi-
con that we use. We share vague understandings of the concepts 
we care about, but we don’t have shared core definitions of some 
fundamental terms.

What is equality? What is equity? What is justice? What is 
liberation? I hear people confuse equity and equality all the time, 
for instance.

Another challenge centers around the difficulties faced by peo-
ple working within institutions. Last year, at our fall summit, we 
sort of coined a new term: “philanthrofolk.” Essentially, it refers to 
the activists who are trying to shift the culture within their own 
institutions and move their organizations to a more equity-based 
mindset, as well as allies who are trying to support this work.

We realized that philanthrofolk aren’t just fighting for access 
and opportunities to engage communities; they’re also navigating 
the internal difficulties of the systems and institutions they oper-
ate within. For many of them, they might be the only voice within 
their organization that’s pushing this conversation forward. That 
power dynamic presents daily challenges for them, and navigating 
it requires nimbleness.
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We have to create and nurture dynamic communities. I’m so 
blessed that my work allows me to spend so much time with the 
communities that I love. I’m able to work in spaces where I’m 
supported personally, professionally, institutionally, programmat-
ically, and economically. That’s rare for folks in this field.

When I first started out in philanthropy, there weren’t many 
Native Americans in the field; I knew only one other Native per-
son who worked in philanthropy back then. Later, I found Native 
Americans in Philanthropy to be an instructional home for nav-
igating this sector. I only got to see that group of people once or 
twice every year, but it still helped me feel as if I was part of a 
community. It brought me so much energy.

It’s all about finding allies in the work. When I was in Boul-
der, Colorado, there wasn’t a lot of Native work that focused on 
community foundations. But I was able to find that community 
while working with LGBTQ folks and Latinx folks. Isolation 
can be incredibly challenging, and forging those alliances helped 
a lot with that. Everyone needs that sense of community, where 
you can restore your soul. That space—whether it’s virtual or 
physical—where you can be with people who are closely aligned 
with you is so important.

As the culture of the field shifts, those spaces are going to 
become more and more important, because people are going to 
need those connections. I remember the 2017 Unity Summit, 
where 15 or 20 people told me that they had been planning 
on leaving the field within the year. But finding their commu-
nity, being a part of the community, and forming relationships 
with other people who are dedicated to this work helped them 
rejuvenate their commitment to being activists and agitators  
and champions.
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At the same time, we also need to bring in new people who 
will help expand our own thinking—people who can expand 
our understanding of the world and challenge what we think we 
already know. If I had continued working exclusively in Native 
communities for my entire career, I could have done some power-
ful work. But my perspective has been deepened and my work has 
been strengthened by having conversations with leaders from a 
wide variety of fields, from LGBTQ organizing to immigrant and 
refugee work. Building solidarity among different communities 
and causes is what allows us to deepen our perspectives and create 
the kind of long-term systemic change that can only be accom-
plished with a collective approach. That gives me a lot of hope.

DARREN: What do you think donors need to understand to 
be better social justice philanthropists, especially when it comes 
to advocating for the kinds of communities that you work with?

CARLY: Be more open to revising your understanding of what 
the challenges and solutions for these communities look like. 
That can be an uncomfortable journey, and it requires a willing-
ness to learn about the historical events that impact how we live 
today. Particularly if you’re someone who has benefited from the 
injustices of the past, this might be difficult, but it’s important if 
you want to make real change in these communities. Go in with 
an open mind and a willingness to learn.

Be with these communities and celebrate successes together. 
That success might look like achieving a successful policy reform, 
but it also might look like losing a ballot initiative but rejoicing 
in the community that you’ve built and the organizing work that 
you’ve done. Find those successes and celebrate them.



106 From Generosity to Justice

To that end, use the resources that already exist in your field. 
As I said, I’m very fortunate that I get to be in a position where I 
interact with these communities I love on a daily basis. But there 
are plenty of organizations you can partner with that are advo-
cating for our communities and building bridges between our 
communities and philanthropy.

The thing I would most like donors and foundation exec-
utives to know is that this work is dynamic. It’s complex. It’s 
evolving. And if you are too hesitant to be in it—to evolve with 
it—then progress might be a little slower. But we will still move 
forward.
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The Power of 
Proximit y

Valuing Both Expert ise  
and Exper ience

My motto, 
As I live and learn, 
         is: 
Dig And Be Dug 
In Return.89

—“Motto,” Langston Hughes

On a snowy winter day in 2014, I visited the Eastern Correc-
tional Facility, a prison in rural Ulster County, New York. There 
I experienced a most astonishing and inspiring phenomenon: 
incarcerated men studying Latin, debating Greek tragedies, and 
speaking advanced Mandarin.

They recited the poetry of Langston Hughes and the essays of 
James Baldwin, and they looked just like me—mostly black and 
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brown, from underserved and disadvantaged backgrounds. But 
they had determination and hope in their faces—a look of authen-
tic confidence that follows only from hard-earned achievement.

These men were participants in the Bard Prison Initiative, the 
brainchild of founder Max Kenner and Bard College’s brilliant 
president, Leon Botstein.90 This pioneering degree-granting pro-
gram for incarcerated women and men has been the recipient of 
Ford Foundation support for many years. As I visited with them—
as I spoke with them about their wrenching accounts of bad luck, 
bad choices, and a criminal justice system that seems designed to 
rob them of their humanity—I felt heartbroken but also inspired.

In their stories, I was reminded of why the support of Ford and 
many other philanthropies, institutions, and people working on the 
front lines of social change matters so profoundly: Yes, inequality 
and injustice persist. But they are no match for the human spirit.

And I was reminded of something else too: There’s no sub-
stitute for meeting people where they are, in the conditions they 
live in.

I knew all the facts and figures about incarceration in Amer-
ica. I knew a bit about incarceration on a more personal level, too, 
because I have seven cousins who’ve spent time in prisons in Texas 
and Louisiana. And I knew that systemic racism is one of the root 
causes of our mass incarceration problem. But I had to look these 
prisoners in the eye to understand the importance of bringing 
dignity into their lives. I had to hear them talk about Aristotle to 
see why the material conditions of prison life don’t always have to 
do with material things. Those lessons are why I later encouraged 
Agnes Gund to visit the San Quentin State Prison in California. 

Listening to the people closest to the problems themselves—
the people affected by the issues you’re trying to address, the 

Philanthropy has to include all the actors. It has to include 

the people you intend to serve, the beneficiaries, the gov-

ernment—everyone. We think that philanthropy has to 

be much more about community-led development and 

ownership of the solutions, and so we perhaps take a little 

bit of a different view about the role of philanthropy. We 

recognize we’re not at the center of the system; we are just 

one of the actors within the system, and we’ve got to be 

able to use our expertise to help create or help be a part of 

that collaboration.

—Jeff Raikes, co-founder of the Raikes Foundation
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helpers already there who are trying to improve the situation—
might seem like an obvious action to take. And yet philanthro-
pists and activists of all stripes skip this critical step all the time. 
Why? What prevents us from seeking out the advice of those peo-
ple who are close to the problem we hope to solve?

We know some of the possible reasons. Our privilege, for 
example, insulates us from the experience of many disadvantaged 
communities, limiting our perspectives and understanding. And 
our biases can keep us from seeing the value of other perspec-
tives; our prior understanding and view can limit us to look-
ing for people and organizations that already confirm our own 
beliefs and desires.

And on top of it all, our ego can cloud our judgment. We 
may mistakenly believe—as Andrew Carnegie seemed to—that 
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we know what’s best for others. Or we may think that we are the 
best suited to solve every problem, or that we will do it better 
than those attempting now.

These ingrained personal and institutional circumstances 
create upsetting, unhelpful power dynamics—the kinds that can 
foster a condescending and unproductive relationship between 
philanthropist and grantee.

And beyond these factors, other blockades and traps pre-
vent us from listening—really listening—to the people who are 
affected by the problems we hope to resolve. Too often, organiza-
tions will go into a community expecting the community mem-
bers to speak their “language,” instead of listening to what those 
community members have to say. This was certainly my experi-
ence working at a Harlem nonprofit in the 1990s.

In the bubbles of our boardrooms, we develop a whole lan-
guage of missions and metrics. And that’s good and important. 
Measuring outcomes has value, as does knowing what you want 
to solve and what direction you’re headed in.

We also turn to experts, which is important too. But we 
can easily fall into what the economist William Easterly calls 
“the tyranny of experts,” putting too much weight on the strate-
gic advice of the credentialed technocrats who often steer well- 
intentioned policy.91

Instead, in developing that strategy and those metrics, it’s 
critical to listen to the people who experience these issues, and 
to put the problems and solutions in terms that match their lived 
experience.

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, for example, learned 
this lesson with a grantee in a rural part of Ethiopia.92 The grantee 
noticed that its treadle pumps weren’t selling in some areas—even 
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though these pumps were important to helping farmers irrigate 
smaller land plots. The problem—as the grantee discovered after 
talking to the women who weren’t buying it—was that in order to 
operate the pump, one would have to stand on it and pedal with a 
movement that involved swaying one’s hips. That motion violated 
cultural norms for women in the community. It didn’t matter that 
the pump was effective—women farmers weren’t going to buy it 
as long it required that kind of hip-swaying.

When the grantee redesigned the pump to avoid that motion, 
the pump became far more popular. But the problem was solved 
only because the grantee and the foundation consulted the people 
close to it.

Similarly, new entrants into philanthropy are often tempted 
toward what Jeff Raikes calls “silver bullets” and “silver units.” 
As Raikes explained, “[The] silver bullet is that brilliant inter-
vention: If everybody would just adopt this intervention, it’s 
going to solve the problem.” Sometimes the silver bullet solu-
tion comes from what Raikes calls the “silver unit”: the “indi-
vidual philanthropist or the singular foundation that thinks 
they have the solution.”

The problem with silver bullets and silver units is, they 
almost never work. More often than not, if a problem had a sil-
ver bullet solution, someone would have tried it already. And for 
whatever problem or area you want to work in, it’s always better 
to collaborate.

That doesn’t mean you should avoid tackling big new prob-
lems or coming up with big new ideas. But taking wisdom from 
those who have been there before and learning how to leverage 
the people already working in your field can only benefit your 
cause.
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Given all these barriers—of privilege and bias, of ego and 
strategy and silver bullets—how can we ensure that we’re doing 
our best to listen to people closest to the problems? What steps 

can we take to ensure that we 
reap all the benefits of collabora-
tion and context?

There are two powerful ways 
we can increase the odds that 
we’ll really listen to the lessons 
of the people most: by practic-
ing proximity and by extending 
empathy.

You might think that when I 
say, “Listen to people close to the 
problems themselves,” I mean it 
in a metaphorical sense—that 
you should read about and solicit 
perspectives outside of your 
own. And that’s a great practice. 
But in fact, I mean the phrase 
quite literally: You should actu-
ally go to the people and places 

you want to help. Walk around. Talk to people. Do so formally 
and informally. Meet the people you want to help face-to-face. 
Meet the people already there doing the helping, face-to-face.

Of course, getting up close and personal with people can get 
awkward or feel uncomfortable. Often, it means going to places 
that scare you or meeting people who are very different from you. 
But as David Rockefeller Jr. told me, “Through proximity, you 
enable yourself to lose the discomfort that comes from erroneous 

I feel a responsibility to 

use the wealth that I’ve 

inherited to empower 

people to have their own 

voice—to bring them to 

the table to participate, 

self-identify on their own 

terms, and be celebrated for 

who they are.

— Jon Stryker, founder 

and president of the 

Arcus Foundation
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judgment.” He’s right. However uncomfortable you feel talking 
to someone of a different race, class, ability, or background, you’ll 
feel even more uncomfortable if you get it wrong from the safety 
of an office.

When I spoke with Tricia Raikes, the co-founder of the 
Raikes Foundation, she also addressed the power of proximity: 

One of the antidotes to privilege is the notion of proximity. We 

probably can’t punctuate that enough. I think to really deeply 

understand the issues and the problems that need to be addressed, 

philanthropists need to get as close to the issues as possible to 

address them authentically. That can mean personally getting into 

the field—ensuring your staff really make that a priority—and 

bringing in the voices of those who will bring wisdom to the table. 

Proximity or situatedness is such a central point to the work and 

to doing it well.

Tricia’s point about personally getting into the field hits home 
for me. In fact, at the Ford Foundation, whenever we’re unsure 
of how to solve a problem or why something isn’t working, my 
first response is: Have we tried talking to the people close to the 
problem?

Being proximate also helps with the second strategy, extend-
ing empathy. Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen put it well:

I would argue that equally important to proximity, and fully inte-

grated into it, is having empathy for those we aspire to serve and 

to empower and to uplift. Empathy is the crux of design thinking, 

which is the framework I use for all the organizations that I’ve 

built and the resources that I’ve created. And it’s essential not only 
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for the functioning of philanthropy but also, I would argue, for 

the functioning of our democracy and the evolution of our souls.

Empathy is powerful because it’s a step beyond sympathy. It’s 
not merely agreeing that the situation is challenging or needs fix-
ing—it’s seeing the problem from the perspective of the person 
who experiences that situation. In fact, I’d take it one step further: 
Real empathy is not just seeing. It’s engaging all the five senses. It’s 
taking in the sounds and smells of a person living on the street in 
poverty. It’s feeling the pangs of an empty stomach or touching 
the cold steel of a prison bar. 

Being proximate will help you engage your senses. And 
extending empathy will help you turn those senses into insights.

When Ballmer Group decided to begin working in Detroit, 
Steve and Connie Ballmer knew plenty of other donors and phil-
anthropic interests were at play. So instead of just parachuting in, 

Those of us who are willing to position ourselves in prox-

imity to the poor, who understand how we’re creating new 

narratives, who are willing to do uncomfortable things, 

who will endure some challenges and hardships—these 

are the ones, you are the ones, who will honor what it 

means to create a truly just community.

— Bryan Stevenson, founder and executive director 

of the Equal Justice Initiative
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they made a decision that was at once obvious and bold: They 
hired someone with strong roots in Detroit, who understood the 
city’s communities and challenges, to help lead the program there.

That didn’t mean they had to abandon their model. Ballmer 
Group cares a great deal about collecting data and using that data 
to generate ideas. So, it was a balancing act. As Connie said, “We 
would never come to a community and tell them what their out-
come should be or what they should be working on. That’s owned 
by the community. But we can have an opinion about how we 
have seen this work done most successfully and what elements of 
the work we would fund.”

Hiring someone from the community you’re working in—
and putting that individual in a position of power—is a great 
first step. The next step is to move toward discomfort by putting 
yourself into the community itself.

Laurie Tisch—daughter of Preston Robert Tisch, the late part 
owner of the Loews Corporation—is the founder and president 
of the Laurie M. Tisch Illumination Fund, which offers grants for 
education, arts, service, and food access, among other causes.93, 94 
This point about the importance of discomfort and proximity 
is one Laurie makes often: It’s hard to understand the human 
impact of a project when you’re just reading about it on paper or 
talking about it in a meeting.

As Laurie said, “If we’re doing more abstract things, it’s hard 
for me to internalize it unless I really see it or somebody else [in 
the organization] has seen it. And that’s reinforced every time I 
go—and not just go, but really talk to people.”

Laurie offered a specific example from personal experience: the 
first time she visited an urban farm in New York City’s public hous-
ing, built by Green City Force, an AmeriCorps program that gets 
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young people who live in public housing to grow healthy food and 
to serve their country by being stewards of the environment.

I thought I was in Iowa. In these little patches of land, they’re 

growing all these fruits and vegetables. I was at an opening at one 

uptown, and the corps members took me around. One asked, “Do 

you want to see where the stevia grows?” I said, “Oh, my God, I 

didn’t know stevia grew. I thought it just came in little green pack-

ets.” But these kids—they were probably 18 or 19 years old—not 

only were they just so proud about what they were doing, but they 

also really understood it.

It was clear the visit had an impact on her view of the pro-
gram. “I couldn’t have read that,” Laurie told me. “I had to see it.”

Ultimately, listening actively to the people closest to the 
problems is about one thing: respect. By getting up close and 
personal, you will gain respect for the people you’re working for 
and working with—like Laurie did.

What’s more, by being involved and extending that respect, 
you’ll get some back too. If you treat people like peers and part-
ners in your process, the reward is a warmer welcome into the 
community—along with far deeper knowledge of the problems 
you’re trying to address and what solutions are worth trying. And 
those advantages are critical if your ultimate goal is real lasting 
justice.

In short, respect spreads respect. As Langston Hughes might 
put it: If you dig, you’ll get dug in return.



Br inging Hidden 
Labor to Light

A Conversation with Ai-jen Poo

For me, Ai-jen Poo’s advocacy has always felt not only necessary, 
but personal. My grandmother was a domestic worker in Hous-
ton, Texas, and my mother was a nurse’s aide while taking care 
of four children of her own at home. I know the labor of both 
women who raised me was too often undervalued—and some-
times even unseen. Ai-jen Poo has dedicated her life to illumi-
nating the needs of such “invisible people.” She partners with 
housekeepers, caregivers, and nannies—those who do, in her 
words, “the work that makes all other work possible.”

Ai-jen co-founded Domestic Workers United (DWU) after 
listening to Filipina domestic workers speak about abuse they 
experienced at the hands of their employers. Initially, DWU 
developed industry standards and connected people to channels 
for legal recourse. But the organization eventually took its advo-
cacy to the state legislature, where it successfully lobbied for New 
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York to adopt a Domestic Workers Bill of Rights that quickly 
became a national standard.95 Ai-jen also co-founded, in 2007, 
the National Domestic Workers Alliance, an organization that 
has partnered with more than 60 affiliates to advocate for domes-
tic workers.96 

Ai-jen’s brand of organizing has always been imaginative. She 
has fearlessly challenged fundamental assumptions in our society, 
in particular encouraging us to undo the patriarchal understand-
ing of labor that often excludes those working in what she calls 
“the care economy.”

DARREN: Can you talk about the work you’ve done on behalf of 
domestic workers, and explain your concept of the care economy?

AI-JEN: My work is about giving voice to, and bringing dignity 
to, the work that allows working families to go out and partici-
pate in the economy. We call it “the work that makes all other 
work possible.” It’s the nannies who care for our children, the 
housecleaners who maintain our homes, the elder care providers 
and the home care workers who take care of our parents and our 
grandparents, and who support our loved ones with disabilities. 
That work inside the home makes it possible for all of us to go out 
into the world and do what we do. And yet it is some of the most 
undervalued work in our economy, and historically it has been 
done by women of color and immigrant women.

In addition, the conditions of the work—long or unpredict-
able hours, lack of access to a safety net or benefits, lack of career 
ladders and pathways to career advancement—are increasingly 
the norm for too many American workers. It used to be seen as 
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really conditioned at the margins of the economy. And now, more 
and more American jobs are becoming as vulnerable and as inse-
cure as domestic work has always been. Just about everybody can 
relate to the need for care—whether it’s child care or elder care or 
something else—and we deal with those pressures on top of the 
pressures of participating in the workforce without much support.

We’re all caregivers, but we’re doing it in isolation.
So, our organization tries to bring respect and security to this 

work, and point toward solutions that make the entire workforce 
more secure, more dignified, and more sustainable for families.

DARREN: Is that what justice looks like to you?

AI-JEN: Yes. Justice, to me, is an equal starting point for all of us 
in the economy. It looks like people being recognized and valued 
for their work and their contributions in the economy, and being 
able to earn a living and take pride in the work they do to support 
their families.

DARREN: How do you define your relationship to philan-
thropy? What does good philanthropy look like?

AI-JEN: I see my relationship to philanthropy as one of partner-
ship, strategic coordination, and collaboration.

I believe leaders in philanthropy are going to play a huge role 
designing solutions that address some of the biggest challenges of 
our time. Philanthropic leaders—together with leaders in social 
change movements, in the field, and in the private sector and in 
government—are going to need to work together to effectively 
address the challenges that face us. No one sector can do it alone.
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As much as I believe in the work that’s happening on the 
ground in the field, we can’t do it without our partners and our 
co-conspirators in philanthropy and in other sectors, because of 
what we’re up against. The challenges and opportunities of the 
day are just too great.

DARREN: To you, what’s the difference between charity and 
justice?

AI-JEN: One piece is that charity assumes a relation of power 
that doesn’t shift. Charity is like a Band-Aid. It’s getting you the 
resources and services and support to address an injury, but not 
actually getting at the reason for the injuries to begin with. How 
did you end up in the hospital? And what can we do about that? 
What can we do to shift power so that there’s more equity and 
balance and humanity in the way the world works?

Agency is another way of talking about it: Justice is giving 
more people the agency to define and to make choices in their 
lives and our democracy.

DARREN: Of course, what a root cause looks like has changed 
over time too—from the more scientific ideas of Andrew Car- 
negie and John D. Rockefeller to our notions today of racism and 
sexism. In your work, what are some examples of root causes you 
are tackling?

AI-JEN: One root issue is the devaluing of care work, or cer-
tain forms of work that have been associated with women. That’s 
a reflection of the patriarchy—the fact that we’re still living in 
an economy where women are paid less for the same work, and 
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women of color even less. And meanwhile, work that has histor-
ically and culturally been associated with women, like caregiving 
work or work in the home, struggles to be recognized as real work.

We’ve created a hierarchy of value in our economy that 
reflects the way we value people. That’s the root cause I’m trying 
to address.

DARREN: The impact that you want to have may be around 
work in the economy, yet there’s clearly something deeper that 
you want too. There’s a hunger that comes from your work, and 
your voice, for justice.

AI-JEN: At its heart, it’s about recognizing the human dignity 
and potential of every person.

DARREN: Closely related to that dignity and potential is the 
power of privilege: You and I have been privileged relative to a lot 
of the people we are seeking to work with. How do you see your 
own privilege, and how do we extend the kinds of privileges that 
you and I have to others?

AI-JEN: With privilege comes responsibility. We need to do a 
lot of listening and learning to understand what to do with that 
privilege.

I’ve heard you talk about proximity, and I think you’re right 
that it’s important to remember our field of vision is defined 
by our narrow set of experiences. So, the more proximate we 
become to different kinds of people and experiences, the more 
our field of vision expands to see the world in as many dimen-
sions as possible.
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If our privilege can put us in proximity with enough people 
to have a fuller picture of the world, we can help people in priv-
ileged rooms see the world through the eyes of the people who 
are less seen.

DARREN: While you are this iconic person in our field, and in 
spite of what I just said about privilege, it hasn’t been easy. From 
your standpoint, what are the biggest challenges you’ve faced, 
advancing this mission of human dignity and justice?

AI-JEN: One of the things I’ve just come to realize is that change 
is really hard for people. As human beings, we develop habits and 
patterns because they help us make meaning and secure ourselves 
in an uncertain world. Something that has surprised me over the 
years, even in the social change sector, is how reluctant we are to 
change and how fearful we can be of it.

But without a significant amount of disruption, there is no 
way that the people I represent are ever going to get justice. There 
is a profound amount of change that we’re going to have to make, 
and it feels like a slow and uphill battle. Even though we have made 
historic progress, it feels like it never quite meets the moment.

DARREN: At the same time, there’s something in your work 
that is very optimistic. How do you see optimism as an activist, 
especially considering the long slog and the series of successes and 
setbacks?

AI-JEN: Optimism is key. I find it impossible to be creative 
when I’m in a cynical mood. The times we are at our very best in 
terms of being generative and productive is when we’re in a space 
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of optimism and possibility. Optimism has to become a practice 
for us in order for other possibilities to emerge or reveal them-
selves, especially in dark times.

DARREN: Over the past ten years, what have you learned that 
has most profoundly impacted you, that you didn’t know when 
you started this work? And how can other people apply what 
you’ve learned to their work?

AI-JEN: There is something important to be learned in every sin-
gle room. And one of the great gifts of privilege has been the abil-
ity to be in meetings with all kinds of people: advertisers, creatives, 
entertainers, people in business and tech and the world of invest-
ment capital. In every single room that I’m in, I learn something 
profound that is related or relatable to what we’re doing. And at 
the level of trying to retool and redesign society for equity, each of 
those fields of vision offers a vital perspective, even if you’ll never 
fully understand that perspective just by going to a few meetings. 
Ultimately, the more you know about what you don’t know, the 
better chance you have of designing an effective strategy.

And in every single one of those rooms, there are people who 
share our vision of equity and opportunity. I’ve been surprised 
and encouraged by how many bridges we’ve been able to build 
and how many people actually do care about what happens to 
domestic workers and what happens to the future of the care 
workforce. It’s our shared humanity. That’s a common starting 
point for how we collaborate and work together.

Finally, I’ve learned to center people who have the most at 
stake in some of the policies and systems and structures that 
we’re trying to shape—people like the members we represent, the 
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women who do this work every day—and to bring their expe-
riences, their perspectives, their hopes, and their dreams into as 
many spaces as possible. It’s beneficial for everyone. It’s not just 
about it being the right thing to do, but actually the strategies get 
better. The conversation gets grounded in reality. And the solu-
tions are much more impactful.

We call that “building power from the margins until the 
margins disappear.” Not because we want to reinforce this  
margin-centered dynamic—which I often fear we sometimes do 
in our discourse when we talk so much about the marginalized. 
But we’re bringing in the voices of the marginalized in such a way 
that it totally changes the dynamics until the margins no longer 
exist—until we’re all at the same table, actually working on the 
same solutions.

DARREN: Sometimes donors don’t really get why it’s impor- 
tant to fund organizations like yours. Sometimes they might say, 
“Oh, well, they’re not directly serving the poor. I want a direct 
service organization in my grant-making.” What do you say to 
philanthropists who haven’t come to understand or embrace why 
justice-seeking organizations, organizations like yours that talk 
about justice, ought to be a part of their portfolio of giving?

AI-JEN: My type of organization is trying to change the power 
dynamic on the issues. We’re harnessing the creative potential and 
leadership of the people who have the most at stake in whatever 
programs philanthropy is investing in. And at the end of the day, 
it increases the impact of all of these strategic solutions and ser-
vices. Absent an organization like mine, all of that human poten-
tial and perspective gets left on the table.
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Justice organizations try to harness the energy where there 
are gaps—where the most disenfranchised or the least visible have 
the most at stake. Harnessing that creativity, that leadership, that 
energy improves the impact and design of our solutions.

DARREN: A lot of donors want to help vulnerable children—
but many of those children are in families headed by the very 
women you are representing. Part of the reason those children are 
vulnerable is because their mothers are working in low-wage jobs. 
Donors need to understand that when they want to help vul-
nerable children, they have to help the parents of those children 
provide a standard of living through their income.

And we know from the research that people who are more 
economically secure are able to provide better parenting. And the 
reverse is true too.97 

AI-JEN: That’s right. The level of stress and disease and unhealth-
iness in a family is directly tied to economic security.

DARREN: So, while some may say, “Let’s look for a direct ser-
vice organization,” if we actually paid these women a decent wage 
and they had fair working conditions, they could provide more 
stability for their children and families. It’s an economic justice 
issue, but it’s also a family security issue.

AI-JEN: And in the family economic security conversation, the 
question of wages and jobs and dignity and economic security for 
the adult-aged parents is never a part of the conversation, and it 
should be. It’s fundamental to it.
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DARREN: Yes, you’re right to draw the full circle of justice and 
center it on the family and the essential need to have a decent 
wage for work. We have a problem that certain categories of work 
are devalued and underpaid, and that has implications for family 
security, community, efficacy, and social capital. So, somebody 
wanting to work on all these other issues needs to see your work 
as essential.

AI-JEN: Since reading your blog again, I’ve thought a lot about 
what a new approach to philanthropy for the twenty-first cen-
tury looks like. The first “Gospel of Wealth” came about during 
another time of massive transformation in this country, in the 
middle of an industrial revolution. Inequality was severe, but 
change was happening on every single front. In those periods, 
which only come around once every few generations, it’s almost 
as if history moves a little faster, and it requires also that we move 
a little faster. Unfortunately, philanthropy is kind of notorious for 
not moving very fast.

So, at this particular moment in history, as we look at philan-
thropy for the future, how do we rise to meet the kind of speed 
with which change is happening? How can we make sure we’re at 
the table and being a positive force of catalytic change? We’re in 
another one of those moments where history is moving so fast—
which means we have a shot at making interventions in the name 
of justice that are much larger than average.

I’ve been doing this organizing for 25 years now. It’s been 
an incremental slog for that whole time. And yet right now, it 
feels like we can actually do some really big things. But we need 
philanthropic leadership and partners to help us keep up and 
move faster.
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The Courage of 
Convict ion

Standing Up and  
Speak ing Out 

The opposite of love is not hate, it’s indifference.98 

—Elie Wiesel

In 1970, Aretha Franklin was at the height of her fame. At just 
28 years old, she had already been crowned the “Queen of Soul” 
for her string of soul hits, including “Respect,” which had become 
both a crossover hit and an anthem for the civil rights movement. 
Despite living in a time rife with discrimination against black 
Americans, Franklin enjoyed mainstream success for her music, 
both at home and abroad. This widespread acclaim, however, did 
not prevent her from taking a public stand against injustice, even 
when doing so threatened her career.

On October 13, 1970, Angela Davis, a vocal social justice 
activist, was arrested in connection with a deadly escape attempt 
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from a courthouse in Marin County, California.99 Although 
Davis did not participate in the failed attempt to free three prison 
inmates thought to be wrongfully accused of murder, the guns 
used in the process were registered under her name. She was 
indicted on a string of serious charges, including murder. And 
when news of Davis’s arrest made headlines, Franklin voiced her 
support. In a December 1970 statement to Jet magazine, Franklin 
said she was willing and ready to post Davis’s bond “whether [it 
was] $100,000 or $250,000.”100 

This kind of public stance was extraordinary. Although Davis 
is celebrated today in some circles for her civil rights activism 
and her pursuit of social justice for the world’s most marginalized 
communities, she was (and remains) a highly polarizing figure.101 
After her indictment, Davis went into hiding. She became the 
third woman in US history to join the FBI’s 10 Most Wanted 
list. Shortly after her arrest, then president Richard Nixon praised 
the FBI for capturing “the dangerous terrorist, Angela Davis.”102 
And it wasn’t just a political issue; it was personal. Even Frank-
lin’s father didn’t approve of her stance. Franklin said, “My daddy 
[Detroit’s Rev. C. L. Franklin] says I don’t know what I’m doing. 
Well, I respect him, of course, but I’m going to stick by my beliefs. 
Angela Davis must go free.”

For Franklin to voice such outspoken support for Davis at 
this moment in America’s history was beyond kind; it was cou-
rageous.

Offering to post Davis’s bond could have greatly harmed 
Franklin’s career, but she did not care. “I’m going to see her free if 
there is any justice in our courts . . . because she’s a Black woman 
and she wants freedom for Black people,” Franklin proclaimed.103 
“I have the money; I got it from Black people—they’ve made me 
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financially able to have it—and I want to use it in ways that will 
help [Black] people.”104 Franklin will long be remembered as the 
First Lady of Soul, but even this well-deserved, accurate memo-
rialization will not capture the full breadth of her legacy. She was 
far more than the Queen of Soul. She was a lover of justice who 
spoke out against what she saw as injustice, even when it wasn’t 
safe to do so.

When we read and listen to the news today, it is hard to 
believe almost 50 years have passed since this incident. We are 
living in an eerily similar time. Hate and bigotry have made a 
dark and dangerous return to center stage in American culture. 
This troubling resurgence was most palpable in the days follow-
ing the white supremacist march in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 
August 2017. The most insidious elements of American history—
as much a part of our national character as the Constitution 
itself—announced themselves anew, and in the most disgusting 
and frightening ways.

Racist, anti-Semitic white nationalists marched without 
hoods, shame, or stigma. And as I watched the images emerging 
from Charlottesville, aghast, I worried that hate was being nor-
malized in America once again.

In the weeks following, the American people affirmed, as 
they have so often, that from darkness comes light. By the thou-
sands, and in cities across the country, they expressed that—in 
the activist Fannie Lou Hamer’s perfect phrasing of the biblical 
verse—“righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a reproach to any 
people.”105

To me, it seems clear, not just in this alarming episode, but in 
the deeper history it has laid bare: America has reached another 
defining moment. We face a crisis—the next battle for the soul 
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of this country, one that will play out on the battlefield of our 
collective consciousness.

What happened in Charlottesville was merely the latest 
tremor along fault lines that have been present in the Ameri-
can story since its founding—a reopening of wounds that have 
barely been treated and that never healed. Those wounds have 
remained unhealed, in part, because many of our leaders have 
failed to acknowledge and address this country’s deep-seated 
struggles with racism, discrimination, and injustice. Whether it 
is rooted in a fear of alienating constituents and stakeholders, or 
in an unwillingness to deride systems and hierarchies of power 
that they themselves benefit from, their silence has been stark 
and deafening.

In the not-too-distant past, the American people would turn 
to their elected leaders—especially the president—for guidance 
and moral clarity. Today, in a vacuum of such moral leadership, 
fear tempts many Americans to hunker down, protect themselves 
and their interests, and withdraw for the purposes of safety and 
self-preservation.

To make matters worse, even our most honorable leaders 
are neither incentivized nor encouraged to make decisions based 
on what they know is right. Rather, they operate in—and are 
constrained by—systems and narratives that reinforce histori-
cal inequalities and perpetuate the status quo. Our entrenched 
structures push leaders to be averse to precisely the moral lead-
ership they should embrace.

The most obvious example is in government.
It’s not controversial to say that our elected officials often 

are discouraged from putting nation ahead of party. In gerry-
mandered districts, they face retribution and primary challenges 
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as retaliation for bipartisanship. With post-Watergate campaign 
finance regulations obliterated, they are forced to spend far too 
much time fundraising, fearful of money pouring in to oppose 
them. The result is a broken set of incentives—all of which dis-
courage bipartisanship and deter our government representatives 
from tackling the real problems facing the people they represent.

In the private sector, meanwhile, corporate CEOs are mired 
in a system that often compels them to subordinate their personal 
values and beliefs. Yes, some have raised their voices—and this is 
progress—but too many feel pressured to focus on quarterly earn-
ings and share prices at all costs, rather than enter moral debates 
or consider the human costs of their silence or support. Why risk 
offending consumers, analysts, or stockholders by taking a stand, 
especially when the stock market is riding high? 

I think the idea that a company’s only social responsibility 

is to increase profits for the stockholders is incorrect. I was 

recently interviewed by Harvard Business Review, where I 

tried to argue that businesses exist to serve society’s needs, 

not simply shareholders; that society gives us a license to 

operate, and that we need to ensure that we are behaving 

and operating our businesses in a way that brings benefit 

back to society.

— Ken Frazier, CEO and chairman of Merck & Co.
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The obsession with and the American addiction to short-term 
gain—at the expense of long-term good—is the most obvious 
example of a larger phenomenon: leaders who make the trivial 
into the important and the important into the trivial.

In philanthropy and civil society, we too have been slow 
to recognize the ways our systems discourage moral leadership. 
Foundations often hide behind the particulars of our mission, 
rather than stand up for the deeper values our mission embodies. 
We keep our heads down to avoid making our organization a 
target for criticism, especially in the era of social media warfare.

The Ford Foundation is not immune to these trends, nor am 
I—and I know we must do better. I often wonder whether the 
foundation uses its voice in the most effective way. I question 
whether I have inadvertently contributed to these problems or 
reinforced these entrenched systems.

I know many nonprofit leaders and university presidents 
face similar challenges. They worry about offending their wealthy 
donors. Some feel constrained in their ability to speak out. They 
have my empathy, because every day these leaders walk a tight-
rope to address the diverse and often conflicting perspectives of 
the constituencies they serve.

Even though these problems feel particularly acute in the 
United States, I see these trends on every continent where we 
work. From exclusionary populist movements to attacks on 
public institutions, the media, and the very idea of knowable 
facts, the challenges we face are global—and so is our crisis of 
leadership.

While systems conspire to constrain us, the only acceptable 
response is courage—the moral courage to reject and rewrite the 
old rules. It was from the steps of the United States Capitol, in the 
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presence of presidents and with hope for the future, that Maya 
Angelou proclaimed, 

History, despite its wrenching pain, 

Cannot be unlived, but if faced 

With courage, need not be lived again.106

In the end, practicing a New Gospel of Wealth—unearthing 
the root causes of injustice—will require us to exhibit the same 
level of moral conviction Aretha Franklin showed us in 1970: We 
must be willing to champion the cause of justice, even when it is 
risky for us to do so.

Speaking truth to power will always involve risk, even for 
those in positions of power. As Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen told 
me, “Pursuing justice—pursuing any major social change—
entails taking immense risk. It entails making yourself vulnerable 
to criticism, to potential failure, to positional forces.” Fortunately, 
however, we are not alone in this fight, nor do we lack guiding 
lights. There are leaders, both past and present, who exemplify 
what it means to pursue justice in the face of risk.

In spite of the disincentives facing CEOs—the pressures from 
consumers, shareholders, and boards—we’ve seen many industry 
leaders stand up and use their power, like Ken Frazier of Merck 
and Tim Cook of Apple (who frames the obligations of corpora-
tions as a “moral responsibility”).107

In spite of criticism from other public officials, many elected 
leaders and university presidents have acted swiftly and coura-
geously to remove Confederate monuments and address the 
uncomfortable truths of our history. In 2015, when South Car-
olina’s then governor Nikki Haley removed the Confederate flag 
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from the statehouse grounds, she noted that “this is a moment in 
which we can say that that flag, while an integral part of our past, 
does not represent the future of our great state.”108 Mayor Mitch 
Landrieu of New Orleans reminded us, in his now-iconic 2017 
address on the removal of similar monuments, that “now is the 
time to come together and heal and focus on our larger task.”109 
Others, like Gregory L. Fenves, president of my alma mater, The 
University of Texas, have done away with their communities’ own 
monuments to our country’s racist past.110, 111

In spite of the risk-averse cultures of many foundations, lead-
ers like Jim Canales of the Barr Foundation and Grant Oliphant 
of The Heinz Endowments, among others, have offered powerful 
words rebuking the hate we saw in Charlottesville. Their admi-
rable responses inspire me, as important examples of how we can 
speak truthfully and forcefully.

And in spite of many personal risks, leaders around the nation 
and the world are organizing and advocating for human rights for 
those who have been rendered invisible, exploited, and silenced by 
history. I’m talking about the moral courage of people like Fatima 
Goss Graves, president and CEO of the National Women’s Law 
Center, and Sherrilyn Ifill, president and director-counsel of the 
NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund. I’m talking about 
Farhana Khera, president and executive director of Muslim Advo-
cates, and Reverend Dr. William J. Barber II, leader of a powerful 
moral movement for justice. I’m talking about the courageous 
young people known as the Dreamers, who contribute every day 
to the only country they have ever known.

These leaders are my reason for hope in this time of peril. 
They demonstrate how we might fill the moral void at the top of 
our government and dismantle the systems that stifle progress on 
the ground. They remind us of what is possible when our political 
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leaders, corporations, nonprofit organizations, foundations, and 
neighbors take up the mantle and choose to lead.

We need more like them.
We need leaders who build bridges, not walls. We need lead-

ers who work across party lines and bring us together, not poli-
ticians who degrade our discourse and drive us apart. We need 
leaders who transcend the politics of division—who reject the 
language of exclusion even though it has proved to be a powerful 
political tactic.

It is up to each and every one of us to stand up for what is 
right—stand up to our boards and shareholders and political par-
ties, and to our friends and colleagues, if necessary—even when it 
is not in our immediate interest. And we cannot wait. We must be 
the leaders our countries need and the world deserves. After all, 
what is the point of leadership if not to lead in times like these? 
What could we possibly be holding on to, or out for, when every-
thing—everything—is at stake?

I remain ever hopeful. I firmly believe that those who wish 
to build a fair, more just world far outweigh those who desire the 
contrary. Every day, I encounter individuals who are exhibiting 
moral courage in both word and deed. They assure me that we 
can do this righteous work, that we can push ourselves forward on 
this journey toward justice, regardless of the obstacles.

Now is the time for courage. This is our moment to show each 
other—and the world—that we can rise above the flaws and mis-
takes of our past, that we are better and stronger than hate, fear, 
and injustice. Many challenges lie ahead, but if we remain ready 
and eager to lead the way toward a righteous world defined by its 
commitment to justice and fairness, we can overcome them. We 
can, at last, constitute a world that is truly worthy of our promise, 
and the promise of generations yet to come.





A CEO Speaks  
for Just ice

A Conversation with Ken Frazier

In August 2017, when white nationalists marched in Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, the display was shocking, the violence horrifying. 
For many, the administration’s lack of clear condemnation was 
appalling. For Kenneth C. Frazier, the CEO and chairman of the 
board of the biopharmaceutical giant Merck & Co., Inc., it was 
a call to action.

Ken took a public stance against hatred: He was the first to 
resign from the president’s American Manufacturing Council. It 
was a demonstration of remarkable moral courage.

But for Ken, justice is not just something to stand up for in 
times of crisis; it is something he has been working toward and 
lifting up his entire career.

Before entering the C-suite, Ken defended people wrongfully 
sentenced to death, teaching black law students in South Africa 
and coming face-to-face with inequality. Since rising to the top at 
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Merck in 2011, Ken has been adamant about carrying on the tra-
dition of the company’s founder, pointing out that “the concept 
of medicine is for people; it’s not for profit.” And his focus on the 
genuine awareness of the needs of others, of putting people first, 
has been a guiding principle for much of his decision-making.

Many of the people I interviewed for this book are primar-
ily philanthropists; Ken stands out as a business leader. As one 
of only three African American CEOs in the Fortune 500,112 
Ken has a unique view on the responsibilities that come with 
wealth and power, and the obligation we all have to champion 
the cause of justice. At the same time, his family’s journey—from 
his grandfather, who was born into slavery, to his working-class 
parents, to his business career—traces American history and the 
uneven march of progress and gives him a special understanding 
of inequality and injustice. He is an inspiration to many and an 
example for all.

DARREN: Could you describe yourself, the work you do, and 
what you think makes the world a more just place?

KEN: My business card says that I am the chairman and chief 
executive officer of Merck, which is a company that’s existed for 
127 years, providing health care to people around the world.113 
That’s my current responsibility and what I do.

But as a lawyer, ingrained in me is the fight for justice.
From my perspective, justice is about working on elim-

inating the root causes of poverty and discrimination. That 
is different from charity, which is more about dealing with 
the symptoms of these issues. Merck is deeply focused on 
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corporate responsibility—much of it tied to helping address social  
inequalities.

An issue that we’re very engaged with was recently on the 
cover of The New York Times Magazine: maternal mortality in the 
United States. Across the country, black women are three to four 
times more likely to die during pregnancy and childbirth than 
white women.114 They are three times more likely to suffer from 
life-threatening complications.

The question is: How do we at Merck use our scientific and 
medical skills to address some of the foundational issues that could 
help stop so many of our mothers from dying? Some of it has to do 
with improving the disparities in health care, as well as working to 
ensure that African American women are afforded the basic stan-
dard of care and respect due to any person. The gaping disparity 
these women face, as the article put it, “has everything to do with 
the lived experience of being a black woman in America.”

DARREN: Ken, you operate at a very high level in this society, 
and often when people talk about root causes, they don’t name, 
say, racism. Do you think a lot of people would be uncomfortable 
still with addressing the real root causes of injustice?

For example, the real root causes are often these legacies that 
remain with us. A lot of people, particularly wealthy people, will 
say, “America’s the land of opportunity! What’s the problem?”

KEN: There are a couple of issues you just touched on.
The main one is the narrative we tell ourselves to explain 

how society works. Many “successful” people are invested in the 
concept that society is uniformly fair and meritocratic. There-
fore, they feel their achievement in life is simply the result of 
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hard work and talent. They’re much less willing to look at the 
structural systems in play that cause some people to have greater 
opportunity. So, for many, equality is about having the same fin-
ish line. It’s not always about having the same starting line, if I 
could use that metaphor.

Take education. I will tell you, in my own life, I have had 
tremendous luck. When I was a kid in Philadelphia, there was 
an effort around school desegregation, and I was one of the 
few children from the inner city put on a bus and made to ride 
90 minutes a day—over my strenuous objections! I received 
a much more rigorous education than my next older sibling. 
While the social engineers of the city likely achieved what they 
set out to do in terms of letting a few black kids into white 
schools, they didn’t deal with the more systematic and broad 
problem of the lack of quality education in the inner-city 
schools. That’s an example of the opportunity gap being closed 
in my own situation.

I think the other issue, for all of us, is awareness. We’re often 
just not conscious of what’s going on around us. If we were 
enlightened to these structural and institutional issues—these 
historical legacies—then we could better solve those problems. 
But it’s easier to write a check. It’s easier to address the immedi-
ate need than it is to try to deal with some of these other issues, 
which, frankly, we haven’t talked about in our society.

I used to teach in South Africa. Nelson Mandela, of course, 
deserves a lot of credit for keeping that country together through 
his personal example. But equally important was Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which 
got the historical issues of race and justice on the table in ways 
that, in this country, we still haven’t. We largely avoid them.
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DARREN: That’s right. It’s interesting because one of the mes-
sages of the National Memorial for Peace and Justice is all about 
the South Africa model. But as Archbishop Tutu argues in No 
Future Without Forgiveness, you can’t have reconciliation if you 
can’t have truth first.115

KEN: We don’t have it here. I remember a case involving deseg-
regation in Seattle, which the chief justice of the United States 
voted to strike down, saying our history is one of not making 
racial distinctions—that the way to end racial discrimination is 
simply not to discriminate. He basically said you shouldn’t be 
able to use race to integrate schools anymore, which is ridiculous 
when you think about it.

DARREN: So, in your work and in your own way, how do you 
address these problems? You have already, in a pretty bold way, 
shown some real moral courage. And when you have someone 
like you in the corporate world, I hope that makes it easier for 
other people to be morally courageous CEOs and philanthro-
pists. Do you see that? Or do you see resistance to that?

KEN: I see a huge amount of hesitation, which is understandable 
to some degree. Most corporate leaders don’t want to have to take 
a moral stand. They’re much more interested in the pragmatic 
benefits associated with being uncontroversial.

There’s an element that says that you, as a CEO, have no right 
to take a moral stand because it’s not necessarily in the best inter-
ests of the institution you serve or the shareholders. Again, people 
may be looking solely at the short-term benefits associated with 
maintaining advantage in our society. They’re not looking at the 
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long-term detriment to society that comes from those structural 
disadvantages, and how those disadvantages can create all kinds 
of problems because of instability. So, I don’t think most corpora-
tions are interested in taking a moral stand.

I feel very fortunate to work for a company that has, as part of 
its own value set, a belief based on the concept articulated by our 
modern-day founder George W. Merck: “Medicine is for the peo-
ple—not for the profits.”116 We’re not exempt from our responsibil-
ity to shareholders, but we’ve always had the point of view that one 
of the most important ideas is equity in health. We have to make 
sure that we’re doing our part, as a company, to direct our efforts. 
So it’s not only “Let’s give this person medicine because they’re sick 
today,” but also “How do we address the root causes of sickness and 
the root causes of health injustice in our society?” 

If you want to promote social change, you have to think 
about change at a fundamental level.

DARREN: You’ve provided legal representation to men who 
were incarcerated. In fact, there was one man who was wrongfully 
incarcerated and facing the death penalty, and your intervention 
changed the course of his life. Where did you learn this idea of 
looking for justice? How did you come upon that as a focus?

KEN: It was two things. First, I was raised in a household where 
there was a religious overlay to everything that was happening. 
My grandmother was teaching us Bible stories, scripture stories—
like the story of Exodus, with the Egyptians enslaving the Jews, 
and analogizing that to the situation that exists in our country. Or 
teaching us, as in Matthew 25:40, that whatever we did for the 
“least of these brothers and sisters,” we did unto Him.
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Second, I came of age at a time when America was grap-
pling with these issues, with heroes like [Supreme Court justice] 
Thurgood Marshall and Bill Coleman—a mentor of mine who 
recently passed away, who helped write the legal briefs Marshall 
used to build his argument in Brown v. Board of Education. We 
were seeing people like Martin Luther King Jr. and listening to 
Malcolm X. Those individuals were taking on issues and forming 
my attitudes, because the country was grappling with its inconsis-
tencies—between all the soaring rhetoric of Thomas Jefferson and 
the founding fathers and the reality of what was really happening.

So, that’s why I became a lawyer. When I entered law school, 
I didn’t know anything about representing big companies. I 
thought lawyers were social activists like Marshall, who said, 
“None of us got where we are solely by pulling ourselves up by 
our bootstraps. We got here because somebody  .  .  . bent down 
and helped us pick up our boots.” It’s that sense that all of us 
who have benefited have a responsibility to not just give tempo-
rary help to people, but actually help address the questions: Why 
are people poor? Why are people discriminated against? Why are 
people not given the right level of education? I was always taught 
that you have to ask the deeper questions.

DARREN: For you and your wife and your families, when you 
think about your own giving, what do you prioritize?

KEN: For us, there’s one very strong area of priority, and that is 
education. My wife was raised in Harlem; I was raised in North 
Philly. We both have the same experience of being sent to the bet-
ter schools. It’s hard to reduce one’s life to a single variable, but I 
know in my case, as I mentioned earlier, it was being bussed from 
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the inner city to nearly all-white schools that made this possible. 
The ambient standard of education in those schools was so much 
higher than it was in my local schools.

Coming back to Merck, and sitting where I do in this com-
pany today, I am focused on our responsibility toward giving. 
I find myself asking: What kind of health care system globally 
allows it to be the case that poor children are more likely to die 
before they’re five years old? And how can we work alongside oth-
ers to create better approaches?

That last question is the right question, and it’s the one that 
we are increasingly moving toward asking. Why is individual 
health so dependent on accident of birth? When I talk with my 
colleagues about these issues, I say, “We were really smart when 
we picked the right mothers to be born to.”

DARREN: What is it going to take to have more businesses 
and more business leaders speak up? Is it moving away from this 
relentless paradigm of shareholder value? Is it the way you talk 
about things in more of a stakeholder paradigm? What is that 
going to take?

KEN: I think the idea that a company’s only social responsibility 
is to increase profits for the stockholders is incorrect. I was recently 
interviewed by Harvard Business Review, where I tried to argue 
that businesses exist to serve society’s needs, not simply those of 
shareholders; that society gives us a license to operate, and that we 
need to ensure that we are behaving and operating our businesses 
in a way that brings benefit back to society. That’s my own per-
sonal view. Having listened to a lot of discussions in the business 
world, I worry people are not thinking about things that way.
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I think corporations have the responsibility to try to address 
some of the world’s greatest challenges. Ultimately, if you want 
to solve the big problems that the world has—I’ll just stay with 
health care—only a company like Merck can address them in a 
sustainable way.

DARREN: So that really does mean that you’ve got to become 
better partners with government, with the private sector, with 
philanthropists and NGOs. Everyone has a role to play in solving 
that problem.

KEN: I agree. None of us should rest until we’ve found ways—
and I’m just going to stick with my business—to get these life-
saving vaccines and therapeutics to people. Take HIV/AIDS, for 
example: if you live in the Western world, and you have means, 
it’s a chronic, manageable disease. If you live in sub-Saharan 
Africa, it can still be a death sentence. And that shouldn’t be 
the case.

DARREN: What would you say to emerging CEOs, C-suite 
folks, and philanthropists? What kernel of wisdom would you 
give them on their journey, as you look back on your own journey 
as a philanthropist, as a CEO, as a leader who has clearly exerted 
moral leadership?

KEN: Those of us who are in these positions—who are privileged 
to have resources and have control of these institutions—need 
to think deeply, dig for root causes, and be willing to upset the 
status quo. I think you have to be bold. I think you have to be 
courageous.
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There needs to be a constant willingness to question the nar-
rative about, for example, this country, and it being a place where 
everyone has an equal opportunity—well, we know that’s not 
true.

How do we tilt the scales toward justice? The challenge is, 
charity is admired. It is socially acceptable. Seeking justice is con-
troversial. It is politically, socially, and economically a huge risk 
to push for justice.

That’s what I learned by saying what I said after Charlottes- 
ville. Some people thought I had no right to say that because 
they thought I was going against the president or not supporting 
what the president was doing. They were ignoring the underlying 
content, and I was actually surprised at how few business leaders 
wanted to step into the breach until they all felt like it was safe to 
go into the water together.

DARREN: That’s right. You created a safe space. But without 
your courage, they would not have taken a stand.

KEN: I think that’s right, and I think that’s why I said people are 
not admired for seeking justice. That includes the people who are 
on the streets for Black Lives Matter or the #MeToo movement or 
the kids at Parkland or Dr. King from a Birmingham jail.

Those people are considered troublemakers in the way that 
Jesus was considered a troublemaker in his day. He was going 
around throwing the moneychangers out of the temple, and as a 
result they would rather spare a murderer, Barabbas, than spare 
Jesus.

At the end of the day, it comes back to awareness. If you 
listen to what Jesus said when he was hanging on the cross—and 
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I don’t mean to be too religious—he said, “Father, forgive them, 
for they know not what they do.” He was saying they actually 
think they’re enforcing your laws. They don’t understand the fun-
damental injustice of the world.

There’s a lot in the scriptures about how we should be spend-
ing our time working on behalf of the needs of the oppressed. 
There’s a line in Isaiah that is like poetry to me: “If you spend 
yourselves in behalf of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the 
oppressed, then your light will rise in the darkness, and your 
night will become like the noonday.”117

We must address the needs of those people, and those needs 
are not just temporary or short-term needs. The fight for justice 
is never easy, but as a society, this is the most important fight 
we have.
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The Democracy 
of Just ice
Our L iber at ion Is  
Bound Together

We need a Movement not for the poor but with the poor.118

—Reverend Dr. William J. Barber II

In the winter of 2018, I met with someone whom politicians, 
talking heads, and members of the media had called an “idiot,”119 
“ungrateful,”120 one of many “suckers,”121 and “an un-American 
jackass.”122 

For my part, I found Colin Kaepernick, the NFL quar-
terback who took a knee to protest police brutality and racial 
injustice, to be full of grace and wisdom. And I would give him 
a different list of names: protester, philanthropist, and patriot. 
In fact, he is one of the most patriotic people I have ever had the 
privilege of coming to know.
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Those who call activists un-American forget that America was 
born from protest. The Declaration of Independence was not just 
a defense of the right to dissent and demonstrate—an excuse to 
dump chests of tea into a harbor—it was an expression and excla-
mation of that right. After “a long train of abuses,” it explains, our 
founders “let Facts be submitted to a candid world.”

This started a long history of American protest, which followed 
the model set by our founding fathers, of pairing symbolic acts 
with righteous words to call attention to the injustice around us.

It started a long history of something else, too: pushback by 
those in power, and resentment toward those who would dare 
question the status quo.

The Sons of Liberty destroyed British property and cried, “No 
taxation without representation.” They were condemned by many 
colonists at the time, including George Washington.123 Alice Paul 
and the National Woman’s Party picketed the White House, 
carrying signs recalling Jefferson’s words: “Governments derive 
their just powers from the consent of the governed.”124 They were 
arrested. Rosa Parks, too, was arrested for refusing to give up her 
seat—as were the patrons at the Stonewall Inn, before the riots 
broke out that sparked our modern LGBTQ rights movement. 
Justin Dart Jr. and countless other disability activists worked for 
years to support the American Disabilities Act (ADA) and the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.125 But in 1995, a 
mere five years after the ADA was passed, Dart had to resign all of 
his leadership positions to serve as a “full-time citizen soldier” to 
fight back conservative calls to repeal both pieces of legislation.126 

What all of these patriotic protests have in common is a 
desire to wrestle with the founding contradiction of our coun-
try. On one hand, we extoll the ideas and ideals that inform our 
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grand experiment in self-government. On the other, Americans 
constantly have fallen short of these ideals. We have fallen short 
since the beginning, and we continue to do so today.

One sad fact of history is that while we must demand our 
right to peaceful protest, we cannot always expect it. From Seneca 
Falls to Selma to Stonewall, the expansion of human rights and 
dignity is most commonly met with derision—often paired with 
violence, state-sanctioned or otherwise.

As someone whose love for my country is unwavering, I con-
sider it to be the height of bravery and the definition of patriotism 
to protest injustice. To protest in America is ultimately an act of 
love for your country. Some risk life and limb to point out how 
America can and must be better. And despite the danger and what 
some might see as disrespect, I take solace in the fact that over 
time, to paraphrase an aphorism that is attributed to Mahatma 
Gandhi, those who oppose justice always lose. Always.

And while Colin Kaepernick is a wonderful example of a 
patriot, the power of his protest is also useful for understanding 
something else: You don’t need money to do justice.

Of course, Kaepernick—as a former star quarterback—is 
wealthy.127 And following his potent protest, he has become a 
leading philanthropist. Starting in September 2016, Kaepernick 
pledged to donate “one million dollars plus all the proceeds of 
my jersey sales from the 2016 season to organizations working 
in oppressed communities.”128 And he did, donating to causes as 
diverse as Black Veterans for Social Justice, reproductive health, 
climate change, and the free Mni Wiconi Health Clinic being 
built on the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in the Dakotas. 

But Kaepernick’s philanthropy, while extremely commend-
able, is not the biggest contribution he has made toward justice. 
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Instead, his biggest contribution is recognizing the power of his 
platform to ignite a national conversation. He’s now the face of 
Nike, inspiring millions of young people around the world to 
stand up for what they believe in—“even if it means sacrificing 
everything.”129 And that’s because he saw that the most formida-
ble action he could take for the cause of justice would be to, at the 
right moment in time, get down on one knee.

A shortcoming of Andrew Carnegie’s “Gospel of Wealth” is 
that it is directed primarily at those with surplus riches. The cen-
tral question of the gospel is simple: “What is the proper mode 

of administering wealth after 
the laws upon which civiliza-
tion is founded have thrown it 
into the hands of the few?”130 It 
is, no doubt, a good question. 
And one might argue it’s not a 
flaw that Carnegie ignores those 
without wealth; it simply wasn’t 
his project.

But by asking this question 
about administering wealth, 
Carnegie implicitly acknowl-
edges that there is a problem 
with accruing massive amounts 
of wealth. In fact, he acknowl-
edges it explicitly too, saying 
it is “the most injudicious” for 
men to, for example, “leave 
great fortunes to their chil-
dren.”131 But this objection 

One of the things that 

I began to realize over 

the past 15 years is that 

you have to make your 

life philanthropy, in the 

sense that the greatest 

philanthropy doesn’t 

always involve money. 

In fact, when all you can 

use is money, you see its 

incredible limitations.

— Strive Masiyiwa, founder 

and chairman of Econet 

Wireless Group
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exposes a contradiction that Carnegie fails to address: If passing 
on wealth is so injudicious, then what makes accruing it okay? 
Why should we ignore the massive inequality generated by the 
status quo? And why are only those who can take advantage of 
the current system—using their power and privilege—entrusted 
with redistributing wealth?

This attitude—that economic value supersedes all other kinds 
of value—is one of the more insidious forms of inequality. And 
unfortunately, it infects much of our public discourse today.

For example, I’m often forced to defend the economic benefits 
of having a thriving public arts sector in our society—even though 
the truth is, the value of art far exceeds the contributions it makes 
to our economy. Yes, funding the arts creates jobs and markets—
but I support the arts because of its power to inform and inspire.

When I was just a little boy, I remember flipping through the 
glossy art catalogues that my grandmother, a domestic worker for 
a wealthy family, brought home with her. I was transfixed by the 
magic I saw on those pages—by images of worlds to which I had 
no other exposure. Those pages unlocked my capacity to imagine 
a world beyond my own—and to imagine my place in it. At that 
moment, I didn’t care about how many people the arts economy 
employed. The power of the arts went far beyond that.

So, when Carnegie conveniently ignores the systemic prob-
lems that cause this great inequality of wealth, he is not just being 
classist; he is overlooking the power people have beyond their 
economic means. This raises a larger, more important question: 
What can everyone do, regardless of wealth, to make our system 
more just?

This question is posed to me often, in various forms. Most 
commonly it goes something like this: “Darren, I’m not a wealthy 
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person. I don’t have piles of money lying around. All of this char-
ity and justice stuff—how does it apply to me?”

The answer is simple: No matter your level of income, in 
some way in your life, you are privileged—and that is a wonderful 
thing.

That may mean that you are privileged to, for example, have 
a beautiful singing voice. Maybe it means you can cook a deli-
cious meal. Perhaps you are lucky enough to have a close group 
of friends. These privileges may seem irrelevant to the project and 
cause of philanthropy, but they are all critical: We need singers to 
entertain us at rallies and keep our spirits high after a hard day of 
fighting for justice. We need cooks to prepare meals for volunteers 
who are putting their bodies on the line for justice. And we need 
people with networks of close friends to activate them and ensure 
that as many people as possible are engaged in our projects.

Believe it or not, you don’t have to donate a cent to be a 
philanthropist. As Elizabeth Alexander reminded me, the word 
“philanthropist” comes from the Greek for “loving mankind.” 
And to be a lover of humanity, all you need to do is donate what-
ever privilege you have to the cause. As Laura Arrillaga-Andreessen 
puts it at the beginning of her book, Giving 2.0, “A philanthropist 
is anyone who gives anything—time, money, experience, skills, 
and networks—in any amount to create a better world.”132 

At the same time, it’s not enough to just want to help. It’s also 
important to see the bigger movement—and to find your place in 
it. A group of Australian Aboriginal activists in the 1970s, includ-
ing the well-known artist and activist Lilla Watson, put it best: “If 
you have come to help me, I don’t need your help. But if you have 
come because your liberation is tied to mine, come let us work 
together.”133, 134
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So, what does that look like in practice? Well, I think we 
might take inspiration from two people leading a movement that 
is explicitly by and for people without economic wealth: Reverend 
Dr. William J. Barber II and Reverend Dr. Liz Theoharis.

In April 2013, Reverend Barber, then the head of the North 
Carolina NAACP, walked into the North Carolina legislature 
with a plan: to peacefully pray and subsequently get arrested. He, 
along with 16 others, was charged with “trespassing” and “fail-
ure to disperse.”135 This particular protest—part of a movement 
that had grown since 2007—kicked off a nationwide series Bar-
ber called “Moral Mondays.”136 Every Monday, more and more 
protesters would show up and disrupt what they believed was an 
unjust political process that targeted the poor. More arrests were 
made. And more attention was drawn to their cause.

The movement soon spread, first to neighboring states 
Georgia and South Carolina. Then Moral Mondays protests 
popped up in Alabama and Arkansas, New York and Florida, 
Wisconsin and Indiana, Pennsylvania and Tennessee, Illinois 
and New Mexico.137 

After several years of protests and pray-ins, marches and 
statements, Moral Mondays evolved into what is now called the 
Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival. The 
movement—named after a campaign led by another famous rev-
erend who peacefully protested for civil rights—is now “uniting 
tens of thousands of people across the country to challenge the 
evils of systemic racism, poverty, the war economy, ecological 
devastation, and the nation’s distorted morality.”138

The first Poor People’s Campaign famously set up a camp 
on the National Mall for six weeks in 1968 to protest racial and 
economic injustice. So in 2018, the new campaign spent six 
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weeks leading protests and pray-ins and planned acts of civil 
disobedience—as well as teach-ins, rallies, and religious ser-
mons.139 The work called renewed attention to the plight of the 
poor—including a two-hour congressional hearing that listened 
explicitly to the group’s demands.140 

There’s a lot that is remarkable about the renewed Poor Peo-
ple’s Campaign—not least of which is examining the way the 
movement takes advantage of everyone’s natural abilities. And it 
rarely requires anything more than time, effort, and a willingness 
to give of yourself to something greater than yourself.

For example, the way Reverend Barber and Reverend Theo-
haris lead the campaign is explicitly religious, in part because they 
are taking advantage of a community they already have: their 
churches. Instead of running away from that, they lean into it. 
They use the tools at their disposal—praying and sermonizing 
and singing—to accomplish their ends.

They are doing the work of bringing us closer to justice—and 
given the nature of their campaign, no one needs to give a cent to 
make it happen.

One person who has supported the new Poor People’s Cam-
paign was also a key advisor in the old campaign: the singer and 
social activist Harry Belafonte.141 It was to Belafonte that Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. confided, during the final days of his life 
in the tumultuous and violent year of 1968, that he feared Amer-
ica was “a burning house.” “I guess,” Dr. King said then, “we’re 
just going to become the firemen.”142

It is my belief that today, more than ever, we each must take 
it upon ourselves to become the firefighters for justice.

Regardless of wealth, we have it within our power to douse 
the flames that threaten not one house or another, but all our 
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communities and cities, our 
countries and continents. We 
must use the most effective retar-
dant there is—hope—and take 
advantage of our natural incli-
nations to come to where help is 
needed, and to give it with faith 
and without fear.

But not only that.
We must not only be fire-

fighters. We must be whatever 
we are—doctors and nurses, 
pilots and police officers, tech-
nologists and teachers—all for 
justice. Farmers and field hands 
for justice. Artists and activists 
for justice. Whoever you are, 
whatever you do—add two words to your title: “for justice.” Do 
what you do for justice.

In other words, be a philanthropist. Be a lover of humanity—
in the tradition of our New Gospel of Wealth. Take your plat-
form and privileges and talents, and mindfully, with great love 
and care, aim them toward a more just world.
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Conclusion

The Tenets of a New Gospel 

Every journey needs a guide—and the journey toward justice is 
no exception. As we perform the good works of this New Gospel 
of Wealth, the best way to practice what we preach is to follow 
the tenets we’ve explored on our journey. We must try to remem-
ber to:

• Recognize the privilege of perspective by seeing and 
sharing access and opportunity;

• Adopt the awareness of ignorance by learning what we 
don’t know;

• Take ownership of selflessness by giving with humility;

• Work to raise the roots by addressing causes, not 
consequences;

• Harness the power of proximity by valuing both expertise 
and experience;

• Exercise the courage of conviction by standing up and 
speaking out; and
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• Promote the democracy of justice by recognizing that our 
liberation is bound together.

Depending on your position, some of these tenets may prove 
more applicable to you than others. But as times and fashions 
change, the principles found in this book can remain a constant 
touchstone in your work.

Of course, these tenets—each in its own way—answer the 
same fundamental question: How can we move our work along the 
continuum from generosity to justice?

What this book doesn’t answer—and what so many people 
ask when they are starting out—is a different question: What 
should my philanthropy look like? And how do I do it?

Much as there is a spectrum from generosity to justice in 
terms of what to fund, so too is there a spectrum of actions, tools, 
and methods for philanthropy that are worth considering.

One approach that has been popular in some corners of 
philanthropy is known as the “moonshot” project—a big proj-
ect that is an exciting, ambitious bet with enormous potential. 
Today’s new philanthropists are often intent on finding these 
kinds of moonshot solutions to problems. They expect to match 
the genius of their innovations in the private sector with silver- 
bullet solutions at rocket-ship scale.

This is an admirable goal. After all, a moonshot solution 
might address the root causes of the problems we seek to address. 
But attempts at a moonshot often fall short because this approach 
doesn’t go deep enough to have lasting impact.

If the moonshot represents one extreme of the philanthropic 
spectrum for what you can build—a single massive project—then 
the other end of the spectrum might be deemed “perpetuity.” The 
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Rockefeller Foundation and the Ford Foundation, for example, 
are endowed to exist in perpetuity—which has allowed us to con-
tinue doing the important work we do for generations past and 
generations yet to come.

It might be tempting to think that these are the only mod-
els. However, other notable philanthropists have created a “sunset 
date” for their institution, so that all of their funds go to good use 
as soon as possible. One of my heroes is the philanthropist Julius 
Rosenwald, a contemporary of Carnegie’s who made his fortune 
as a leader of Sears, Roebuck and Company—the country’s largest 
retailer at the time.143 After befriending Booker T. Washington, 
Rosenwald created the Rosenwald Fund, which built more than 
5,000 schools in the rural South for black children. Rosenwald 
asked that the fund be spent in its entirety by 1948. By then, the 
success of the project was clear. At one point, about one in every 
three black children in the South were attending a Rosenwald 
School—including the likes of Maya Angelou and Representative 
John Lewis.144 So, although the fund no longer exists, without a 
doubt we are still experiencing the impact of Rosenwald’s philan-
thropy today.

Another way to ensure longevity, without actually endowing 
your money for perpetuity, is to build lasting partnerships. Car- 
negie was a pioneer of this matching grant model, with his famous 
Carnegie Libraries. Carnegie knew he wanted to build libraries 
around the world—and with his funds, he could have done it by 
himself. Instead, he developed what became known as “The Car-
negie Formula”: Any local government that wanted a library had 
to first, freely donate the land, and second, commit to spending 
an amount equal to at least 10 percent of Carnegie’s initial grant, 
every year, to maintain the library.145
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The result: More than 2,800 libraries were built around the 
world.146 And many of them exist to this day.147

Without realizing it, Carnegie had created a model for what 
we now call a public-private partnership. By getting the local gov-
ernment involved and invested, Carnegie ensured that the local 
community had a stake in the library moving forward, long after 
the building was finished and his money had gone away.

At the same time, this all assumes we build something new. 
In fact, for any given problem, there’s likely to be an ecosystem 
of nonprofit organizations and individuals already working to 
address it. These organizations have learned lessons you didn’t 
know you needed to learn, have more intimate experience with 
the subject, and are prepared to make a more immediate impact. 
Rather than creating initiatives from scratch or building up new 
organizations that will compete with each other for limited fund-
ing, it might be more effective to identify existing partners and 
contribute to their ongoing work.

At the Ford Foundation, we often talk about the three I’s: 
ideas, individuals, and institutions. All three are critical to suc-
cess. We have found a balance supporting the institutions that 
will do the slow and necessary work of social change across 
generations, while also funding the individuals and their ideas, 
from moonshots to microfinance and more. This work has gone 
through countless evolutions over the decades, and continues to 
adapt with changes in the world.

Ultimately, we know there is more than one way to achieve 
justice. We know that no one person has all the answers. Yet one 
of the great challenges of this work is how what we can see—and 
what we can imagine for our work—is limited by our personal 
story or position in society.
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When it comes to the question of what we should fund, the 
challenge is not new. Carnegie himself believed he could list the 
top ways philanthropists could use their money. And he did so, in 
the lesser-known second half of “The Gospel of Wealth,” an essay 
he titled “The Best Fields for Philanthropy.” They were, in order 
of most desirable to least: founding a university, establishing free 
libraries, supporting hospitals and “other institutions connected 
with the alleviation of human suffering,” providing public parks, 
providing public baths, and creating and subsidizing churches.148 

It is a remarkable list.
In contrast, this book does not answer the question of where 

one should donate one’s time or resources. It does not prescribe 
the causes one ought to support, the methods one ought to use, 
the projects one ought to fund. Intentionally so.

In part, that’s because my “The Best Fields for Philanthropy” 
might look very different from Carnegie’s. But more importantly, 
your list would likely look different from mine. And that’s okay. 
After all, Carnegie’s list is worth considering today not because of 
what has changed, but because of what all his examples have in 
common: They are almost all institutions Carnegie himself ben-
efited from.

We know this because Carnegie tells us so. When he describes 
each field, he explains how it benefited him or people like him. He 
describes how he personally benefited from access to books at a 
young age. He emphasizes that “only those who have passed through 
a lingering and dangerous illness can rate at their true value the care, 
skill, and attendance of trained female nurses.”149 And from his days 
in poverty, Carnegie understands that public parks and baths can 
offer a real service too, offering a keen awareness by quoting the 
scripture that says “man does not live on bread alone.”150 
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Our experiences shape our perspective: what we think is valu-
able, where we feel inclined to give back or pay it forward. It’s the 
reason universities (the first field on Carnegie’s list) enjoy massive 
donations—including funds for new buildings—from alumni, 
even as their neighboring and surrounding towns and cities see 
shortages of affordable housing.

When we think of programs that benefit us, we see them in 
an individual context, and too often we ignore the larger context 
and root causes. It seems implicit in “The Gospel of Wealth” that 
those fortunate enough to live in better circumstances also have 
better judgment—a kind of self-righteous trap that conflates the 
value of wealth with the value of an opinion.

But the question is not whether libraries are effective—
because they can be and have been for many individuals and com-
munities, myself included. The real question should be whether 
these interventions are sufficient—especially if the goal is justice 
and systemic change. This book cannot answer the question of 
what you should give your money or time to. But I hope when 
you do decide, you pause to ask: Why is this the thing I have chosen 
to support? What personal preference or bias am I bringing to this 
decision?

Ask yourself: What might I be overlooking? How can I learn 
more?

This is, perhaps, one of the biggest differences between the 
old Gospel of Wealth and the new one. Carnegie believed that, 
by virtue of his success, he was best suited to pick the fields for his 
philanthropy—and that his fleet of experts were the best people to 
implement it. But today, we know that no one has all the answers. 
And we know it is vitally important to consult not just experts, but 
also people who experience the realities we hope to change.
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If life treats you well and puts you in a position to give back, 
then you are, by nature of that position, often less able to judge 
where and how justice can best be served. After all, you are proba-
bly distanced from the problem. You no longer experience certain 
kinds of inequality as a daily obstacle. You no longer see how 
injustice manifests itself.

Instead, we must recognize that there is more to life than 
our daily experience. We must recognize that we are not indi-
vidual actors—no matter how much we think we are unique. 
Rather, the struggle to do good is one of the oldest and most 
noble callings in the history of mankind. When we take up its 
mantle, we are joining a journey that has preceded us by cen-
turies, and that will continue long after we are gone. Our job is 
to help steer that path in the right direction—and to recognize 
that the best way to do so is to listen, learn, and do what we can 
to demand justice.

Since joining the Ford Foundation, I have been on my own 
journey for justice—sometimes quite literally. Everywhere I visit, 
I try to bring something back: an artifact, a memento, or even just 
an idea. Two of the most important ideas I have collected are rep-
resented by two sticky notes, affixed to my computer monitor, on 
which are written a pair of personal mottos: One says, “Pressure 
is a privilege.” The other says, “You rest, you rust.”

These two concepts have guided my thinking time and time 
again. Whenever I feel stressed, I remind myself that most of the 
pressures of my life stem from the great privilege I have of steering 
this noble organization—that such pressures are, in many ways, 
incomparable to the daily indignities of those our organization 
aims to serve. And similarly, when I am feeling tired—when I 
don’t wish to challenge convention, and I hope to take the easier 
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path of doing what has always been done—the second sticky 
reminds me that the challenge of change is always worth it.

As you end your journey with this book, I encourage you to 
reflect on those two ideas, and consider how the work of justice 
demands their convergence. Take stock of your own privilege and 
special skills, and ask how you might press them into service and 
share them. How might you use what you have to fuel the engine 
of change?

I also have a suggestion for the phrasing of a commemorative 
sticky note of your own, one that says simply: “Justice is calling.”

It doesn’t matter whether you’re a college senior vacillating 
between career possibilities, a computer programmer living in Sil-
icon Valley, or the president of a foundation. This fight implicates 
you too. It doesn’t ever discriminate based on age, status, back-
ground, or income level—it’s an equal opportunity employer. 
Each and every one of us can accept its offer of employment, and 
work to deliver justice to communities that have gone without it 
for far too long.

Justice is calling. And it’s my job. It’s our job.
Of course, answering that call is no easy feat. One person 

who understood that was Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Over a half century ago, during the final days of his life, Dr. King 
penned what he called “a testament of hope,” an epistle he could 
not have known would be among his last. “Whenever I am asked 
my opinion of the current state of the civil rights movement,” 
King began, “I am forced to pause; it is not easy to describe a 
crisis so profound that it has caused the most powerful nation in 
the world to stagger in confusion and bewilderment.”151

In the long and sprawling meditation on the state of the world 
that follows, King offers a template for how he thought about the 
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pursuit of justice. He discusses the privileges that white people 
do not even realize they have, and the ignorance and bias that is 
pervasive, even among so-called liberals. He argues that some of 
the hard-won results of grassroots pressure and organizing—from 
school integration to the 1964 Civil Rights Act—were being used 
to bolster the egos and images of politicians and presidents.

What’s more, through example after example, he shows how 
even the toothless parts of these efforts were not being enforced 
in a way that got at the roots of the problem. This lack of prog-
ress, he thought, was in part because most white people could 
never understand daily racism. They were too far removed from 
the average black person’s life.

In the final paragraphs of the essay, he insists that even a small 
minority of protesters can be brave and cause dissent—and how, 
united, “this dissent is America’s hope.” King finishes by remind-
ing his readers that “Jesus of Nazareth wrote no books; he owned 
no property to endow him with influence . . . But he changed the 
course of mankind.”152

Today, it is encouraging to see that the path King follows 
in his argument—from understanding privilege to confronting 
ignorance and bias; putting equality over ego and choosing solu-
tions that take on root causes; getting proximate to the problems 
and having the moral courage to defend the answers; and recog-
nizing that none of this requires money, just energy—still leads 
us toward righteousness.

To do all this is a tremendous amount of work. And it would 
be naïve to assume that most, or even many, will undertake it. 
There are plenty of reasons to doubt the success of our project. 
One need only look around to see how much is done wrong, even 
by those who wish to do right.
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Dr. King had a response for this too. In his testament of hope, 
he wrote that “man has the capacity to do right as well as wrong, 
and his history is a path upward, not downward . . . This is why I 
remain an optimist.”153

So, too, must it be with us. Let us be righteous optimists 
as we stand before unprecedented challenges. Let us continue to 
make our way upward. And let us do everything we can to bend 
the moral arc of the universe toward the better end.



author’s  note

Thank you for reading From Generosity to Justice: A New Gospel 
of Wealth. 

This book draws inspiration from many sources and conver-
sations, but especially Andrew Carnegie’s original “The Gospel 
of Wealth,” Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s insights on the neces-
sity of philanthropy, and Anand Giridharadas’s provocative dis-
tinction between generosity and justice. Over the years, many 
have joined me in considering a vital question: If there’s a con-
tinuum between generosity and justice, how do we all push our 
work closer to the latter?

From Generosity to Justice is an attempt to pull together 
answers to that question. And one thing we know for sure is that 
you have a critical role to play. It doesn’t matter who you are or 
what you have, the fight for justice belongs to all of us.

Thank you, then, not just for reading, but for joining us on 
this collective journey toward justice.
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citizen chair of the National Parks Foundation.

In 2004, Rockefeller merged his passion of sailing with his 
commitment to environmental preservation by founding Sailors 
for the Sea—a nonprofit dedicated to protecting the oceans—
which is now a program of Oceana.



Contributors 183

DAVID SKORTON

Dr. David J. Skorton is the president and CEO of the Association 
of American Medical Colleges. He recently served as the secre-
tary of the Smithsonian Institution, overseeing 19 museums, 21 
libraries, the National Zoo, and numerous research centers.
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