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Race-based philanthropy has existed on a large scale since the end of the Antebellum Period
of the United States, as an increasing awareness of racial inequality was at the forefront of
American social thought. After the Civil War, especially in the early 20th century, wealthy
philanthropists became concerned about the lack of African American education and
economic opportunities. It was quickly discovered that access to equality under the law, equal
and/or quality educational opportunities, cultural and artistic validity, and economic equality,
was nearly nonexistent.

From the end of the Civil War through the Civil Rights Movement, these priorities were

the primary focus of philanthropy along racial lines; however, these efforts mainly came
from wealthy White benefactors to impoverished African American communities. With the
Civil Rights Movement came a movement from communities previously marginalized in
philanthropy to incorporate diversity, equity and inclusion.

However, many philanthropists did and still do not see their work through the prism of race,
thereby, significantly inhibiting their ability to address the very issues they aim to fix. These
structural aspects of philanthropic inequality put communities of color at a significant
disadvantage economically, socially, and politically. This has led to the rise of community
foundations, which have seen recent success in philanthropy and policy advocacy, leading

to this method becoming the foundation of philanthropy along racial lines. Community
foundations are defined as, “...grantmaking public charities that are dedicated to improving the
lives of people in a defined local area. They bring together the financial resources of individuals,
families, and businesses to support effective nonprofits in their communities. Community
foundations vary widely in asset size, ranging from less than $100,000 to more than $1.7
billion” (Council on Foundations 2023).

As philanthropic efforts based on race have increased since the 1960s, two major challenges
to institutional philanthropy have been identified: 1) Philanthropic stakeholders tend to have a
limited understanding of and appreciation for the way race factors into the social challenges
they are trying to solve, and 2) There is often a limited understanding of how much race is
actually a factor in the way philanthropists engage in identity and then engage community and
political leaders to solve these problems.

A key element to this inequality is access to capital for communities of color, meaning that the

ﬁ 1




research agenda regarding race and philanthropy must consider the wide disparity between
White and African American assets (Conley, 2013). Wealthy communities make up the vast
majority of the philanthropic landscape, making it inaccessible to most communities of color.
Racial biases and interpersonal dynamics can lead to further barriers of access for leaders of
color. The rapport-building that leaders of these communities must engage in leads to a higher
level of emotional labor, and the politics of knowledge is thereby impacted by these racial
income disparities (Perkins, 2020).

Increased usage of community engagement with marginalized communities has led to the
rise of community foundations in the U.S., with over 750 registered community foundations in
the United States with assets ranging from $100,000 to $1.5 billion. Community foundations
often work with organizations like United Way to secure and distribute funding. This allows
for community foundations to rise to the level of agenda-setters and community leaders.
Marginalized communities in the U.S. have increasingly come to depend on philanthropic
efforts for services no longer provided to them by government agencies (Venkatesh,

2002). Budget deficits, slashed funding, and the increasingly partisan debate over funding
communities has led to grassroots leadership taking a more important role against
neighborhood displacement and gentrification (Reece et al. 2022). In essence, bottom-up
leadership has taken over the role of government-provided services provided to marginalized
communities in the United States.

References

Council on Foundations (2023). Community Foundations. Council on Foundations. Webpage.
https://cof.org/foundation-type/community-foundations

Dorsey, Cheryl, Bradach, Jeff, and Kim, Peter (2020, May 4). Racial Equity and Philanthropy:
Disparities in Funding for Leaders of Color Leave Impact on the Table. The Bridgespan
Group. PDF. Racial Equity and Philanthropy: Disparities in Funding for Leaders of Color
Leave Impact on the Tabl | Bridgespan

Perkins, Linda M (2020). Race Gender, Philanthropy and the Politics of Knowledge. History
of Education Quarterly 60, no. 2 (2020): 228-45. doi:10.1017/heq.2020.23. https:/www.
cambridge.org/core/journals/history-of-education-quarterly/article/abs/race-gender-
philanthropy-and-the-politics-of-knowledge/43AE8B2F2ACE81926A5929B17BES56BB

Venkatesh, Sudhir Alladi (n.d.). Race and Philanthropy: An Introduction, Souls, 4:1,
32-34, D0I: 10.1080/109999402760286846. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/
pdf/10.1080/1099994027602868467casa_token=m6KGgkUzffMAAAAA:_3MS4cb_
UExxPz1_xVhbOG3dNcpn0zVKgE3nh5GEKIiqiO_N3dh4iSQBN7EVmMtIO57Y2_5TL2aMtz

Reece, Jason, Hanlon, Bernadette, and Edwards, Ryan (2022, February 23). Philanthropic

ﬁ 2




Investment in Equity: Cultivating Grass Roots Leaders for the Equitable Revitalization of
Marginalized Communities. International Journal of Community Well-Being Vol. 5, pp.
401-429. https:/link.springer.com/article/10.1007/542413-021-00159-x

Conley, Dalton (2000). The racial wealth gap: Origins and implications for philanthropy in
the African American community. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly 29, no. 4
(2000): 530-540. PDF.




