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Abstract
Global philanthropy is a significant source of financial resources in contemporary international relations,
and it has provoked intense debates about the appropriateness of involving private foundations in global
policymaking. Despite these facts, International Relations as a discipline has shown remarkably little
reference to philanthropy as an important and relevant actor in global politics. In this article, I make the
case for explicitly incorporating philanthropy into international relations analyses. Drawing on both
historical examples and contemporary cases from the global health space, I show how philanthropy exerts
a unique and independent influence within international society and that it needs to be understood
holistically rather than focusing solely on individual philanthropic organisations. I also discuss how this
expanding influence raises serious questions about accountability and legitimacy. Rather than making an
argument about the appropriateness of philanthropy’s involvement in international society, this article
aims to make the case for philanthropy’s analytical inclusion within the discipline.

Keywords: Philanthropy; Legitimacy; Accountability; Global Health; Foreign Aid; Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation;
Rockefeller Foundation

The role of philanthropy in international relations
In September 2017, Bill Gates gave an interview to The Guardian newspaper in which he warned
that philanthropic organisations like the one he heads – the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
(BMGF) – are ‘absolutely not’ able to replace cuts in official global development aid proposed by
countries like the United States.1 The fact that private charitable organisations cannot wholly
replace government aid should not necessarily be surprising. What is surprising, according
to most contemporary International Relations scholarship, is that anyone would expect that a
philanthropic organisation could play such a role in global politics. The fact that this is part of
the conversation is evidence of how important philanthropy has become to global politics.

Philanthropy and philanthropic organisations need to be taken seriously as relevant and
important actors by International Relations as a discipline. Philanthropic organisations have the
power to shape and alter the global political agenda – and can do so in ways distinct from other
types of non-state actors. In order to wholly appreciate the dynamics of global governance in the
current era and understand the dynamics of global governance in the future, it is imperative that
International Relations incorporate philanthropy as an important force in global politics and
philanthropic organisations as relevant actors for analysis. This does not mean that philanthropic
organisations are replacing states; rather, philanthropic organisations augment the exercise of
international relations. As such, they possess their own power domains. Not only do they have

© British International Studies Association 2018.

1Kate Hodal, ‘Bill Gates: Don’t expect charities to pick up the bill for Trump’s sweeping aid cuts’, The Guardian, available
at: {https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/sep/13/bill-gates-foundation-dont-expect-pick-up-the-bill-for-
sweeping-aid-cuts-trump} accessed 28 December 2017.
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unique opportunities to exert influence on the system in which they exist, but they can also help
to shape and reshape that system.

Philanthropy’s role in international relations reflects changes in governance and govern-
mentalitywithin international society. It provides further evidence for appreciating non-state actors
in global governance, but exercises that power and influence in unique ways that differ in key ways
from non-governmental organisations, private business, and other non-state actors. It raises
questions about legitimacy and authority and whether our standard understandings of these ideas
accurately reflect the realities of international society. By understanding philanthropy within
international relations and taking its influence seriously in our analysis, we have an avenue for better
understanding the changing dynamics of global governance. Furthermore, there is a deep need to
move beyond an explicit focus on specific institutions andmore towards a holistic understanding of
philanthropy and its unique role within international relations. TheAmerican politics literature has
started to develop a small but robust literature on philanthropy within a domestic context, looking
at how the growth of philanthropy raises questions about legitimacy, power, and policymaking.2

These are issues with which International Relations needs to grapple, and it would benefit the
discipline’s theorising to recognise how these same issues resonate with many of its core concerns.

The role of philanthropy and philanthropic organisations reflects some of the unique contours
of the current global political and economic systems, but it is not entirely unique to the modern
era. Indeed, one of the more striking realities that becomes apparent in analysing philanthropy’s
role in global politics is that its current role is more of a return to previous practices. Indeed,
many of the initial efforts that gradually evolved into the contemporary global governance
system – and International Relations as a field – came about only because of the support of major
philanthropic donors. In arguing for international relations to take philanthropy seriously, this
article is also a plea for the discipline to better acknowledge its own history and development.

To illustrate the role of philanthropy in international relations, this article will draw examples
primarily from the realms of international and global health. When philanthropic foundations
first emerged on the international scene in the early twentieth century, health issues were their
first area of focus before addressing other cross-national challenges like agricultural production.3

As a result, the independent influence of philanthropy within international relations is perhaps
most pronounced in the health space.

This article proceeds in six sections. First, I define philanthropy and describe its global reach.
Second, I describe the relationship between philanthropy and shifting notions of governance and
governmentality and how international relations has largely ignored the role of philanthropy as
an important element of analysis. Third, I look at the role of philanthropy in global politics
historically. Fourth, I describe the role and importance of philanthropy for global health and
global health governance. Fifth, I examine how philanthropic organisations raise questions about
legitimacy and authority. Finally, I conclude by raising ideas about the future of philanthropy
within international relations.

Defining philanthropy
Conceptually, the meaning of philanthropy has shifted over time. When ‘phylanthropie’
appeared in the first comprehensive English language dictionary in 1623, the term was simply
defined as ‘humanitie’. Most early definitions of philanthropy equated the idea with love of
humanity and benevolence. It is not until the late nineteenth century and the emergence of the
first cohort of philanthrocapitalists like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller that the

2See, for example, Kathryn E. Webb Farley, Kristin A. Goss, and Steven Rathgeb Smith, ‘Introduction to advancing
philanthropic scholarship: the implications of transformation’, PS: Political Science and Politics, 51:1 (2018), pp. 39–42;
Patricia Mooney Nickel, ‘Philanthropy and the politics of well-being’, PS: Political Science and Politics, 51:1 (2018), pp. 61–5.

3Michael Moran, ‘Global philanthropy’, in Thomas G. Weiss and Rorden Wilkinson (eds), International Organization and
Global Governance (New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 374–6.
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definition of the term shifts to incorporate an active and financial element. It moves from a
definition rooted more in attitude towards one rooted more in action.4

Robert L. Payton and Michael P. Moody define philanthropy as ‘voluntary action for
the common good’.5 At its core, philanthropy has two key components. The first is financial:
philanthropy generally involves some element of financial transfer such as monetary donations to
groups, causes, or individuals. The second is outcome-based: philanthropy seeks to use those
finances to promote the welfare of others or improve the public good.6 This does not necessarily
mean that philanthropy is wholly selfless; Theo N. M. Schuyt explains that philanthropy can
be driven by anything from a sense of religious obligation to fear.7 Rather, the idea is that the
donor is not the primary beneficiary of the largesse. This article will specifically focus on global
philanthropy; that is, voluntary action for the common good in states other than the one where
the organisation is headquartered.

Most philanthropy is channelled through organisations established to distribute funding for
various projects. The structure and rules for operating vary widely, though. Some philanthropic
organisations rely on public donations, while others draw on funds from a single source like an
individual (or small group of individuals) or a corporation. Depending on the country in which they
operate, philanthropic organisationsmay be exempt from some or all taxes or provide tax incentives
to their donors. Some philanthropic organisations award funds through public competition, while
others determine recipients internally according to their own principles. Philanthropic organisations
typically focus their energies on one or a small number of issue-areas, but those issue-areas may
change over time. The United States alone has an estimated 85,000 philanthropic foundations with
approximately 5,000 new ones being formed annually.8 While the range of philanthropic organi-
sations varies extensively, what unites them is this common purpose to distribute funds to others.

Global philanthropy brings significant financial resources to international relations. At
$43.9 billion, the United States was the largest single source of global philanthropy in 2014. That
same year, the United States government provided approximately $33.1 billion in official devel-
opment assistance.9 Thismeans that philanthropic support outpaced official governmental support
by nearly one third and equals nearly 30 per cent of total global official development assistance that
year. While dollar amounts alone do not constitute power, the relative amount of funding going
towards global philanthropy efforts vis-à-vis official development assistance from sovereign gov-
ernments suggests that global philanthropy has the potential to exert significant influence on global
politics. LinseyMcGoey suggests that the percentage of American disposable income going towards
philanthropic organisations is relatively static, but that philanthropy’s growth is buoyed by
increasing wealth in countries like China, India, and Russia.10

Governance, governmentality, and power in philanthropy
Understanding the role of philanthropy within international relations forces us to explicate the
larger relationships between the private sector(s) and international society. The connection
between private business and international relations has received relatively little attention, and

4Marty Sulek, ‘On the modern meaning of philanthropy’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 39:2 (2010), pp. 195–
200.

5Robert L. Payton and Michael P. Moody, Understanding Philanthropy: Its Meaning and Mission (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2008), p. 6.

6Robert H. Bremner, American Philanthropy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 2–3.
7Theo N. M. Schuyt, Philanthropy and the Philanthropy Sector: An Introduction (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2013), pp. 5–10.
8Linsey McGoey, No Such Thing as a Free Gift: The Gates Foundation and the Price of Philanthropy (London: Verso,

2015), p. 17.
9Center for Global Prosperity, The Index of Global Philanthropy and Remittances 2016 (Washington: Hudson Institute,

2016), pp. 8–9.
10McGoey, No Such Thing, p. 17.
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much of what it has received has focused more on functional-level critiques rather than sustained
engagement on the implications of these changing relations.11

Remarkably, while international relations has shown greater willingness to consider how
non-state actors can influence global politics, very little of that attention extends to considering
philanthropy’s role. Governance in international society is changing. While it traditionally has
been seen as exclusively the province of states, the emergent form of governance is more of a
hybrid in which state and non-state actors work in tandem (with or without explicit coordination)
on the provision of public goods. Rather than simply trying to influence state behaviour, this
hybrid form of governance involves non-state actors being directly involved in these processes.12

In this way, we can think of contemporary governance structures as representing part of a new
‘global public domain’.13 The field of global governance is largely predicated on the avoidance
of privileging an analytical hierarchy in which states are automatically more important than
non-state actors and instead purports to embrace ‘a multiactor perspective on world politics’,14

yet many of the texts on private authority and non-state actors do not consider the role of
philanthropic organisations, their resources, or their potential sources of power. A. Claire Cutler
et al.’s edited volume is among the first to analyse private forms of governance in a sustained and
serious way, but it does not devote any space to philanthropy and private funding.15 One could
argue that such an omission is not surprising, given that some of the wealthiest philanthropies
today did not yet exist. Even if that is the case (and it is a questionable assertion at best), Rodney
Bruce Hall and Thomas J. Biersteker’s edited volume on private authority in global governance
does no better.16 It includes chapters on topics such as multinational corporations, global civil
society, the growth of private regulatory schemes, transnational crime, and private military
contractors – but it says nothing about charity, philanthropy, or private foundations. Kendall Stiles
discusses the role of non-governmental organisations within international relations and their
potential leverage, but NGOs and philanthropy are not identical.17 Furthermore, he frames the
conversation in terms of competition between states and NGOs for a finite amount of power rather
than understanding the complementarity of the relationships between them. Indeed, evidence
within the American domestic context suggests that philanthropic giving varies in relation to
government funding in particular issue-areas.18 This reaffirms the idea that governments and
philanthropy exist in somewhat of a reciprocal relationship with one another.

This question of power, who exercises it, and in which arenas different actors possess power is
central to many of the debates about philanthropy’s independent role in international relations. As
such, it is worthwhile to delve into what power means. Robert A. Dahl provides a canonical
definition of power: ‘A has power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that

11Michael Blowfield, ‘Corporate social responsibility: the failing discipline and why it matters for international relations’,
International Relations, 19:2 (2005), pp. 173–91.

12Marco Schäferhoff, Sabine Campe, and Christopher Kaan, ‘Transnational public-private partnerships in international
relations: Making sense of concepts, research frameworks, and results’, International Studies Review, 11:4 (2009), pp. 451–3.

13John G. Ruggie, ‘Reconstituting the global public domain: Issues, actors, and practices’, European Journal of Interna-
tional Relations, 10:4 (2004), p. 500.

14Klaus Dingwerth and Phillip Pattberg, ‘Global governance as a perspective on world politics’, Global Governance, 12:2
(2006), p. 191.

15A. Claire Cutler, Virginia Haufler, and Tony Porter (eds), Private Authority and International Affairs (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1999).

16Rodney Bruce Hall and Thomas J. Biersteker (eds), The Emergence of Private Authority in Global Governance (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).

17Kendall Stiles, ‘Grassroots empowerment: States, non-state actors, and global policy formulation’, in Richard A. Higgott,
Geoffrey R. D. Underhill, and Andreas Bieler (eds), Non-State Actors and Authority in the Global System (New York:
Routledge, 2000).

18Kathryn E. Webb Farley, ‘Shifting notions of philanthropy: Themes in scholarship and practice’, PS: Political Science and
Politics, 51:1 (2018), p. 51.
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Bwould not otherwise do.’19 By Dahl’s own admission, this is necessarily an incomplete definition,
but it accords with our intuitive notion of what constitutes power. He adds, though, that power is
inherently a relational concept – a caveat that is often overlooked when scholars cite Dahl’s
definition, but plays a large role in helping to break power out into its various components.

Writing two decades after Dahl, Steven Lukes divides power into three different dimensions.
The first mirrors Dahl’s definition – power as the ability to get someone to do what they would not
otherwise do. It is focused on a specific issue at hand. The second dimension, building upon the
work of Peter Bachrach andMorton S. Baratz,20 is less about specific issues and more about getting
issues on the agenda. It allows for the exercise of power it allows an actor to control the context in
which decisions are made. The third face of power, and Lukes’s unique contribution to the debate,
is about manipulation. It shares a certain resonance with Marxist ideas of false consciousness in
that this third face focuses on getting others to accept certain ideas, decisions, or frameworks as
right without questioning them.21 These three faces of power matter for international relations
because they speak to the different means through which power is exercised. Power is not always
overt and coercive; it can also be about framing and controlling the discussion.

Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall aim to disaggregate power, but they specifically put it in
the context of international relations and how international relations theories have treated power.
In particular, they lament how international relations has too often relegated power solely to the
realm of realism. Not only does this obscure other interpretations of power, but it also overly
identifies power with its overt, manifest dimensions. They start by defining power as ‘the pro-
duction, in and through social relations, of effects that shape the capacities of actors to determine
their circumstances and fate’.22 From this definition, they generate two analytical dimensions
of power: kinds (the range of social relations of interaction and constitution) and specificity
(how much power operates through specific and direct or indirect and diffuse channels). These
two dimensions allow Barnett and Duvall to create a taxonomy of four different types of power:
compulsory (direct control of one actor over another); institutional (indirect control over others
through diffuse channels and interactions); structural (control over another’s capacities through
direct structural relations); and productive (an indirect form that emphasises the subjectivity
created within systems of meaning and signification).

These disaggregated concepts of power are particularly important for three reasons. First, they
allow for a multiplicity of actors to exercise power (or have power exercised over them). Power is
not solely a state-based phenomenon within international relations. Individuals, international
organisations, non-governmental organisations, and private businesses can all exercise various
elements of power. Second, institutional structures are in and of themselves a form of power.
They help to set the international agenda, condition the circumstances under which issues are
discussed, and allow (or deny) certain actors from participating. These efforts, even if they are
seemingly benign, exercise a high degree of power over policy outcomes. Third, the ways in
which questions are framed or the types of information deemed credible and reliable is powerful.
It is a very diffuse form of power, and has much in common with Lukes’s third face of power,
but it is powerful nonetheless.

When philanthropy and international relations intersect, they raise questions of power. The
financial largesse of major philanthropic donors can alter the balance and exercise of power
within the international system. Wealth could provide a donor with power over other actors,
allowing the donor to force a recipient to do something it would not otherwise do – the donor
will only give a state money if that government agrees to certain policies. Wealth could also allow
a donor to exercise material structuralist power if the donor can limit the scope of political and

19Robert A. Dahl, ‘The concept of power’, Behavioural Science, 2:3 (1957), pp. 202–03.
20Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz, ‘Two faces of power’, American Political Science Review, 56:4 (1962), pp. 947–52.
21Steven Lukes, Power: A Radical View (2nd edn, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).
22Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall, ‘Power in international relations’, International Organization, 59:1 (2005), p. 42.

Review of International Studies 43

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

18
00

02
20

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210518000220


institutional processes that prevent another party from raising issues important to it. This same
wealth could allow the donor to exercise discursive power by ‘influencing, shaping, or deter-
mining [another’s] very wants’.23 In each of these instances, the concern about philanthropy and
international relations is that money gives the donor the ability to alter the political agenda
to benefit itself over the greater good. At the domestic level, for example, Kate Wright et al.
have explored the tensions that exist when philanthropists fund journalism outlets, and
Tereza Kuldova explores how outlaw motorcycle clubs use philanthropy as a tool to improve
their images without shifting their underlying behaviours.24 Lena Partzsch and Doris Fuchs
acknowledge these potential power dimensions, but argue that they miss the operating dynamics
of philanthropy in international relations. Instead of focusing on how philanthropic actors have
power over others, they suggest analysing how they have power with others. In this formulation,
neither side can exercise sole power, so the parties must find common ground, develop shared
values, and organise together to create collective strength.25 While both power over and power
with dimensions may operate simultaneously, Partzsch and Fuchs argue that disambiguating
the dimensions of power allows for a more nuanced understanding of how philanthropic
organisations exercise power within the international realm.

Even more importantly, the relationship between philanthropy and power demonstrates
that power is not a zero-sum resource; the increase in the power and influence of philanthropic
organisations does not necessitate or imply a diminution of power for states. As Ole Jacob
Sending and Iver B. Neumann emphasise, rather than being about the transfer of power from
one set of actors to another, the increased power among philanthropies and other non-state actors
within global politics is evidence of the changing logic of governance. It moves non-state actors
from being passive recipients who are acted upon to active subjects that are both subject and
object of governance.26 It is thus an illustration of the shifts in governmentality within interna-
tional society. The increased importance of philanthropy on the international stage ‘reflects a
wider redefining and reconfiguring of the respective roles and responsibilities of governments,
civil society, and the private sector towards more strategic and collaborative alliances’.27

One of the ways in which power can operate, and in which philanthropy has played a key
role in international relations is in shaping how scholars study the world around them. The
emergence and growth of International Relations as a discipline – and the social sciences more
broadly – rely heavily on international philanthropic support. Donald Fisher analyses the role of
the Rockefeller Foundation and the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial in promoting a par-
ticular form of social scientific research and criticises it for weakening academia’s ability to
critique the existing political and economic orders. In the aftermath of the First World War,
the Rockefeller Foundation, Fisher argued, promoted the idea of social scientific research as
value-neutral and encouraged ‘objective knowledge’. By promoting these ideas and – perhaps
more importantly – funding university research, the Rockefeller Foundation contributed to the
development of a Gramscian intellectual hegemony that facilitated ‘the preservation and
maintenance of the social order’.28 It is worth noting, though, that other researchers have looked

23Lukes, Power: A Radical View, p. 27.
24Kate Wright, Martin Scott, and Mel Bunce, ‘Foundation-funded journalism, philanthrocapitalism, and tainted donors’,

Journalism Studies, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/1461670X.1417053}; Tereza Kuldova, ‘When elites and outlaws do
philanthropy: On the limits of private vices for public benefit’, Trends in Organized Crime, available at: {https://doi.org/
10.1007/s12117-017-9323-6}.

25Lena Partzsch and Doris Fuchs, ‘Philanthropy: Power with in international relations’, Journal of Political Power, 5:3
(2012), p. 360.

26Ole Jacob Sending and Iver B. Neumann, ‘Governance to governmentality: Analyzing NGOs, states, and power’,
International Studies Quarterly, 50:4 (2006), pp. 657–8.

27JennyHarrowandTobias Jung, ‘Philanthropy isdead; long livephilanthropy?’,PublicManagementReview, 13:8 (2011), p. 1048.
28Donald Fisher, ‘The role of philanthropic foundations in the reproduction and production of hegemony: Rockefeller

Foundations and the social sciences’, Sociology, 17:2 (1983), p. 223.
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at the documentary evidence from the Rockefeller Foundation’s archives from this same period
and found that the foundation largely pursued a hands-off policy towards its grantees and did
little to craft a specific idea or narrative among the researchers who received its funding.29

Inderjeet Parmar looks at the role of the Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Ford foundations in the post-
Second World War era and presents an argument that resonates with Fisher’s earlier critique.30

He posits that these philanthropic organisations acted as adjuncts for American foreign policy
interests and actively worked to promote pro-American visions across a range of academic
disciplines outside of the US. Nicolas Guilhot argues that philanthropic investments in higher
education make little sense unless we consider how such foundations wish to promote a
particular vision of the social sciences and their resultant social and regulatory prescriptions
that will benefit the interests of the wealthy patrons of those organisations.31 By this thinking,
George Soros’s support for Central European University is less about altruism and more
about educating the next generation of policymakers to enact laws that will protect Soros’s
own interests and promote his vision. These efforts simultaneously promote the transfer of
policy norms and ideas across international borders, allowing their influence to be multiplied
significantly.32

Philanthropic organisations have had profound effects on how scholars study international
relations. Support from the Ford Foundation encouraged the study of behaviourialism and
rationalism within American political science and International Relations.33 At the same time,
the Rockefeller Foundation sponsored the 1953 Conference on Theory that privileged realist
theory in the aftermath of the Second World War.34 Almost simultaneously, the Rockefeller
Foundation provided crucial financial support to the British Committee on the Theory of
International Politics, a group that began meeting in 1959 and essentially helped give rise and
substance to what is now known as the English School of International Relations.35

It is implausible to argue that philanthropic organisations are neutral actors; rather, it is more
appropriate to argue that their influences and biases are too often left unexplored. ‘Foundations…
nurture a set of values which are often left implicit’, explains Peter D. Bell.36 Writing when he
was on leave from his position as the Ford Foundation’s country representative to Chile, Bell
continues,

The liberalism of the Ford Foundation enables it to look upon its third-sector status as a
contribution to pluralism, and the foundation’s advocacy of pluralism becomes a part of the
foundation’s ideology and a necessity for its survival. The foundation, then, favors liberalism,
pluralism, gradualism, and rational, scientific, and technocratic reform.37

The issue is not that philanthropy is apolitical; it is that there is too often an assumption that
philanthropy is apolitical. Choices about who to support and the manner in which to provide
that support is inherently political. Indeed, it is precisely because the political power of phi-
lanthropic organisation too often goes unexplored that governments have tried to funnel money to

29Martin Bulmer, ‘Philanthropic foundations and the development of the social sciences in the early twentieth century: a
reply to Donald Fisher’, Sociology, 18:4 (1984), pp. 572–9.

30Inderjeet Parmar, ‘American foundations and the development of international knowledge networks’, Global Networks,
2:1 (2002), pp. 13–30.

31Nicolas Guilhot, ‘Reforming the world: George Soros, global capitalism, and the philanthropic management of the social
sciences’, Critical Sociology, 33:4 (2007), pp. 447–77.

32Diane Stone, ‘Private philanthropy or policy transfer? The transnational norms of the Open Society Institute’, Policy and
Politics, 38:2 (2010), pp. 269–87.

33Moran, ‘Global philanthropy’, p. 373.
34Nicolas Guilhot (ed.), The Invention of International Relations Theory: Realism, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the 1953

Conference on Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).
35Tim Dunne, Inventing International Society: A History of the English School (London: Macmillan, 1998).
36Peter D. Bell, ‘The Ford Foundation as a transnational actor’, International Organization, 25:3 (1971), p. 471.
37Bell, ‘The Ford Foundation’, p. 471.
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them as extensions of their own foreign policy apparatuses – efforts that frequently collapse
when the public discovers that philanthropic funding is actually coming from government
sources.38

Historical importance of philanthropy in global politics
Looking at philanthropy historically is important for three reasons. First, it allows us to recognise
broad trends and identify historical continuities. Second, it emphasises the recurring issues that
emerge within the intersection between international relations and philanthropy. Third, and
perhaps most importantly, it moves the focus away from specific philanthropic foundations and
towards a more holistic understanding of philanthropy within international relations. Too often,
the International Relations literature that does engage with philanthropy engages solely with
specific foundations, which too often leaves it unable to understand how philanthropy fits within
the broader analytical universe.

One of the first philanthropists to have a clear effect on global politics is Andrew Carnegie.
Carnegie amassed his wealth through investments in the railroad industry and founding the
Carnegie Steel Corporation, a business he later sold to J. P. Morgan and eventually became part
of US Steel Corporation. During his life, Carnegie became one of the wealthiest people ever, with
an estimated net worth at its peak of $372 billion in 2014 dollars.39 He became known during his
life for writing the article ‘The Gospel of Wealth’ in 1889 that famously proclaimed, ‘The man
who dies thus rich dies disgraced.’40 He firmly believed that disparities in wealth within a society
were the consequence of human progress that ultimately benefited the population as a whole, but
that successful entrepreneurs had an obligation to administer their wealth for public benefit
during their lives and afterwards.41 In a vein similar to The Giving Pledge,42 Carnegie publicly
called on fellow wealthy industrialists to engage in philanthropy rather than horde their money
for themselves or their immediate families.

While Carnegie dedicated much of his wealth to domestic causes like endowing universities
and building libraries, he was very active in international affairs in the early part of the twentieth
century. Most prominently, he gave $1.5 million in 1904 to build a ‘temple of peace’ in The
Hague that would serve as a permanent international court, research centre for international legal
scholars and practitioners, and a forum for hosting international peace conferences.43 His
support of these efforts fit into broader trends within International Relations at the time.
In particular, Carnegie’s contribution allowed for the furthering of the ideas and aspirations of
the international peace movement at a time when peace on the European continent was widely
perceived as fragile due to the erosion of the old alliance system, the emergence of new political
actors (particularly a unified Germany), and the decline of other political entities (especially the
Ottoman Empire). In an effort to prevent war from breaking out, there were strong political ideas
encouraging the creation of some sort of arbitration court paired with regular diplomatic
congresses and developing a sense of collective security.44 Groups like the Inter-Parliamentary
Union developed during this time and attracted financial support from men like Carnegie,

38Volker R. Berghahn, ‘Philanthropy and diplomacy in the “American Century”’, Diplomatic History, 23:3 (1999), p. 416.
39Jacob Davidson, ‘The ten richest people of all time’, Money (30 July 2015), available at: {http://time.com/money/

3977798/the-10-richest-people-of-all-time-2/} accessed 4 January 2018.
40Andrew Carnegie, The Gospel of Wealth, Essays and Other Writings (New York: Penguin, 2006), p. 12.
41Charles Harvey, Mairi Maclean, Jillian Gordon, and Eleanor Shaw, ‘Andrew Carnegie and the foundations of con-

temporary entrepreneurial philanthropy’, Business History, 53:3 (2011), pp. 434–5.
42Robin Rogers, ‘Why philanthro-policymaking matters’, Society, 48:5 (2011), pp. 376–81.
43David S. Clark, ‘American participation in the development of the International Academy of Comparative Law and its

first two Hague Congresses’, American Journal of Comparative Law, 54 2006), pp. 9–10.
44Randall Lesaffer, ‘The Temple of Peace: The Hague Peace Conferences, Andrew Carnegie, and the Building of the Peace

Palace (1898–1913)’, Tilburg Law School Legal Studies Research Paper Series, No. 024/2013, pp. 12–13, available at: {http://
ssrn.com/anstract=2350189} accessed 4 January 2018.
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John D. Rockefeller, Sr, and Alfred Nobel.45 Starting in 1900, delegates to international peace
conferences began to solicit Carnegie’s support for creating a ‘Palace of Peace’ because of his
longstanding association with the international peace movement. Carnegie sought to demon-
strate to the international community that the embrace of rationality, diplomacy, and interna-
tional law could help prevent future conflict. His ideas and support fit into the same milieu as
Norman Angell’s The Great Illusion, which argued that European economic integration would
make military conflict unthinkable. Upon completion of the Peace Palace, Carnegie envisioned it
as the headquarters for the Permanent Arbitration Court and the major world repository for
international law.46

Carnegie’s involvement in international relations went beyond just providing money; he took
an active role in the actions of the organisations that received his money. He hosted a peace
conference in New York in 1907 with representatives of the leading European powers and called
for the creation of a League of Peace – a sort of proto-League of Nations – in 1913.47

In retrospect, Carnegie’s philanthropy may seem to have failed and appear quixotic. The Peace
Palace he supported opened in 1913 – only a year before the outbreak of the First World War.
His diplomatic efforts and promotion of the international peace movement could not prevent
war. While that is true, Carnegie’s actions presaged later international political activity. The
League of Peace was not created prior to the war, but the League of Nations emerged in its
aftermath (and, further demonstrating the commitment to international bodies designed to
reduce the likelihood of war, the United Nations replaced the League of Nations). More insti-
tutions have emerged to administer international law. Harvey et al. assess his work as ‘Little of
real substance came of Carnegie’s efforts, but the seeds of future developments were sown, and
The Hague Peace Palace, which he funded, remains a memorial to his commitment.’48

The Rockefeller family also played a prominent role in international relations through its
various philanthropic activities in the twentieth century. John D. Rockefeller Sr, the family
patriarch, made his money as the head of Standard Oil – a fact that inspired journalistic exposés
and public opprobrium. Before creating the Rockefeller Foundation in 1913, John D. Rockefeller
Sr, repeatedly tried to receive a national charter for his foundation from the US Congress and was
rebuffed because of his status as a robber baron and Congress’ interest in breaking up Standard
Oil’s monopoly.49 Rockefeller managed to eventually circumvent Congress’ objections by
obtaining a charter from New York state rather than the federal government. Rockefeller’s
philanthropic involvement, though, predates the creation of his eponymous foundation. In 1891,
he appointed Frederick T. Gates, a Baptist minister and businessman, to serve as his principal
aide for philanthropy.50

When the Rockefeller Foundation (RF) came into being in 1913, it quickly became involved in
international politics – particularly in dealing with health issues. With an initial endowment of
$100 million, the foundation had a great deal of financial clout.51 In addition, it had a history in
working on disease control measures in the southern parts of the United States through the
Rockefeller Sanitary Commission’s work, and it sought to take its knowledge and expertise to the
wider world. Through its International Health Division (IHD), the RF spent between $18 and

45Ibid., p. 14.
46Partzsch and Fuchs, ‘Philanthropy’, p. 360.
47Lesaffer, ‘The Temple of Peace’, p. 2; David Nasaw, Andrew Carnegie (New York: Penguin, 2006), pp. 684–9.
48Harvey et al., ‘Andrew Carnegie’, p. 443.
49David C. Hammack, ‘American debates on the legitimacy of foundations’, in Kenneth Prewitt, Mattei Dogan, Steven

Heydemann, and Stefan Toepler (eds), The Legitimacy of Philanthropic Foundations: United States and European Perspectives
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2006), p. 68.

50John Farley, To Cast Out Disease: A History of the International Health Division of the Rockefeller Foundation (1913–
1951) (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 3.

51Wyn Derbyshire, Six Tycoons: The Lives of John Jacob Astor, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller,
Henry Ford, and Joseph P. Kennedy (London: Spiramus Press, 2009), p. 147.
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$25 million per year on campaigns to combat infectious diseases, support medical research, and
provide training for health care workers. The IHD also played a significant role in creating and
maintaining the League of Nations through its ongoing financial support for the League of
Nations Health Office (LNHO). In fact, the IHD provided roughly half of LNHO’s annual budget
throughout its existence.52 This support for LNHO was absolutely vital for the office’s ability to
both implement programmes and circumvent the financial limitations imposed by the League of
Nations.53 Because of its direct programmes and support for intergovernmental organisations
working, John Farley argues that, ‘before the foundation of the [World Health Organization] in
1948, it [IHD] was arguably the world’s most important agency of public health work’.54 Once
the World Health Organization came into being, the Rockefeller Foundation closed down the
IHD, and many of its leaders went to work for the new United Nations specialised agency.

The Rockefellers also played key roles in establishing the United Nations and its headquarters
in New York. More than two hundred American communities put forward bids to host the
organisation, and there was serious talk about locating it in the Black Hills region of South
Dakota, but the Rockefellers’ personal diplomacy helped New York win the competition. They
hosted delegates to the new organisation at various pre-plenary meetings at their estate in
Westchester County, and two generations of the family – David Jr and Winthrop – acquired 17
acres along the East River in Manhattan and donated it to the United Nations for the con-
struction of its new headquarters.55

The influence of philanthropic organisations extends beyond the realm of political institu-
tions. The Rockefeller and Ford foundations provided the bulk of financial support to research
institutes that developed new strains of rice and wheat as part of the Green Revolution.56 The
effects of the Green Revolution and whether it was beneficial remains an ongoing area of
scholarly debate, but it is inextricably linked to the larger geopolitical competition during the
Cold War and questions of development.57 The Rockefeller Foundation, Carnegie Corporation,
and Russell Sage Foundation all supported economics research and teaching at the university
level in part to help influence the next generation of policymakers in the Americas and Europe.58

The Rockefeller Foundation’s support for its Study and Conference Center in Bellagio, Italy,
contributed to the organisation’s long-term goal of creating and sustaining ‘a transatlantic
community of like-minded theorists and practitioners’.59 Similarly, the Ford Foundation used its
scholarly support to combat Communism in advanced industrial states,60 while the Rockefeller
Foundation funded the Institute of Pacific Relations to bring together policymakers, scholars, and
activists in 17 countries to promote better relations.61 These efforts were part of larger trends in
the immediate aftermath of the Second World War where American philanthropic organisations

52Craig N. Murphy, International Organization and Industrial Change: Global Governance since 1850 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1994), p. 183.

53Jeremy Youde, ‘The Rockefeller and Gates Foundations in global health governance’, Global Society, 27:2 (2013), pp.
143–7.

54Farley, To Cast Out Disease, p. 2.
55Charlotte Mires, Capital of the World: The Race to Host the United Nations (New York: New York University Press,

2013), pp. 214–16.
56Bell, ‘The Ford Foundation’, p. 466.
57John H. Perkins, Geopolitics and the Green Revolution: Wheat, Genes, and the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1997).
58Earlene Craver, ‘Patronage and the directions of research in economics: the Rockefeller Foundation in Europe, 1924–

1938’, Minerva, 24:2–3 (1986), p. 206.
59William J. Buxton, ‘John Marshall and the humanities in Europe: Shifting patterns of Rockefeller Foundation support’,

Minerva, 41:2 (2003), p. 133.
60Volker Berghahn, America and the Intellectual Cold Wars in Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001).
61Lawrence T. Woods, ‘Rockefeller philanthropy and the Institute of Pacific Relations: a reappraisal of long-term mutual

dependency’, Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 10:2 (1999), pp. 151–66.
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used their resources in efforts to reform and modernise European industrial and managerial
practices.62

The intersection of philanthropic wealth and international organisations is not unique to the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 1997, media mogul and CNN founder Ted
Turner announced that he was donating $1 billion over the next ten years to the United Nations
with much of the funding being directed towards global health issues.63 His donation made him
‘one of the most well-known living philanthropists and self-styled prophets of global corporate
benevolence’.64 Indeed, Turner’s donation predated Bill Gates starting his eponymous founda-
tion, and Turner publicly chastised Gates at the time for his reticence to engage in philanthropic
giving.65 Turner’s announcement was striking not just for its size and scope, but also for its
framing. The United Nations was in a period of fiscal crisis at the time, caused in part by the
United States’ repeated failures to pay its membership dues. Turner described his philanthropic
gift as a way to make up for that gap and contribute to the United Nations’ continued effec-
tiveness.66 In this way, Turner directly positioned his philanthropic activity as occupying a
unique niche created by the unwillingness of states to fulfill their obligations. Turner did not
intend to replace states; rather, he sought to correct the mistakes state governments had made. He
had long been involved with the United Nations Association, and some report that Turner’s
philanthropy was prompted by his being ‘in need of something headline-grabbing to say during a
speech he was to give after receiving a Global Leadership Award from the United Nations
Association’.67 Though seemingly off-the-cuff, this approach is in line with Turner’s proclivity
towards bold and impulsive financial decisions.

According to the United Nations Charter, Turner could neither directly fund any United
Nations programmes himself nor become a member of the organisation, but he could direct his
donation towards the newly created United Nations Foundation and serve on its board. The
foundation would then distribute monies for identified programmes through the appropriate
channels.68 At the time of Turner’s donation, though, there was a lack of clarity about how much
control and influence the United Nations Foundation would have in setting the United Nations’
agenda. Under the United Nations Charter, private funds can only be used to support pro-
grammes and activities approved by the General Assembly. If, however, the United Nations
Foundation said that it would only fund certain projects, this could influence the General
Assembly’s decision-making calculus and give Turner a large degree of influence over the
organisation’s agenda. It also raised questions about whether the use of private philanthropic
funds to substitute for government membership dues in arrears would further discourage states
from upholding their financial obligations to the United Nations.69

Philanthropy and global health
The global health space is illustrative of the role of philanthropy within contemporary inter-
national affairs for three reasons. First, because of the long history of philanthropy in cross-
border health issues, it is the area in which there exists the longest track record for analysis.

62Berghahn, America and the Intellectual Cold Wars, pp. 414–15.
63Jon Cohen, ‘The new world of global health’, Science, 311:5758 (2006), p. 163.
64Eric Guthey, ‘Ted Turner’s corporate cross-dressing and the shifting images of American business leadership’, Enterprise

and Society, 2:1 (2001), p. 114.
65McGoey, No Such Thing, p. 117.
66Stacy Williams, ‘A billion dollar donation: Should the United Nations look a gift horse in the mouth?’, Georgia Journal of

International and Comparative Law, 27:2 (1999), p. 425.
67Matthew Bishop and Michael Green, Philanthrocapitalism: How Giving Can Save the World (London: A & C Black

Publishers, 2008), p. 100.
68Williams, ‘A billion dollar donation’, pp. 435–7.
69Ibid., pp. 448–9.
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Second, the prominent role of philanthropic actors in global health has made this a key area of
debate within the scholarly community. Third, there have been a variety of initiatives in global
health that have actively sought to create forums for state and philanthropic actors to collaborate
or at least communicate on a regular basis.

Between 1990 and 2015, the range of actors involved in global health aid has widened dra-
matically, and much of that change comes from the increased involvement of philanthropic
organisations. In 1990, nearly 90 per cent of all development assistance for health (DAH) came
through bilateral channels, United Nations agencies, or regional development banks. Private
foundations and NGOs played only an insignificant role.70 Over the next quarter century, private
philanthropic organisations gradually scaled up their involvement. Since 2000, at least 20 per cent
of DAH has come from philanthropic organisations or non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
In 2008 alone, 39 per cent of all funding from US-based philanthropies went to health issues.71

The Wellcome Trust, based in the United Kingdom, is one the world’s leading funders of health
research with grants of more than $900 million in 2013.72 Other leading global health philan-
thropic donors include the Rockefeller Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the W. K. Kellogg
Foundation, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation.73

The most prominent philanthropic actor in global health, though, is the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation. With an endowment of $40.3 billion as of 31 December 2016 and having
provided $41.3 billion in grants since its inception, BMGF is the world’s wealthiest philanthropic
organisation.74 In 2014 alone, BMGF provided $1.14 billion in grants through its Global Health
programme, with additional global health-related funding for issues such as polio eradication,
family planning, and vaccine delivery coming through its Global Development programme. The
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) estimates BMGF’s total development
assistance for health in 2014 at $1.62 billion. That would make BMGF the sixth-largest donor for
global health in 2014, exceeding most states.75 Since its inception, BMGF has provided more than
$15 billion through its Global Health programme, making it an increasingly relevant player in
global health politics. In addition to BMGF, other US-based philanthropic organisations con-
tributed an additional $385 million in 2014, slightly more than the global health aid provided by
the Australian government in that year.76

BMGF’s involvement in global health began in the 1990s. In 1994, Gates established the
William H. Gates Foundation with an endowment of $106 million and run by his father on a
volunteer basis. Initially, it focused on issues in the Pacific Northwest of the United States. The
connection to global health emerged, according to BMGF, when Bill Gates read an article in The
New York Times about the health consequences of the lack of access to clean water in developing
countries. Gates was so moved by this article that he passed it along to his father with a note that
read, ‘Dad, maybe we can do something about this.’77 This spurred the William H. Gates

70Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, Financing Global Health 2013: Transition in an Age of Austerity (Seattle:
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2014), p. 22.

71Joan E. Spero, The Global Role of US Foundations (New York: Foundation Centre, 2010), p. 10.
72Roderik F. Viergever and Thom C. C. Hendriks, ‘The 10 largest public and philanthropic funders of health research in

the world: What they fund and how they distribute their funds’, Health Research Policy and Systems, 14:12 (2016), p. 4.
73David McCoy, Sudeep Chand, and Devi Sridhar, ‘Global health funding: How much, where it comes from, and where

it goes’, Health Policy and Planning, 24:6 (2009), pp. 407–17; David Stuckler, Sanjay Basu, and Martin McKee, ‘Global health
philanthropy and institutional relationships: How should conflicts of interest be addressed?’, PLoS Medicine, 8:4 (2011).

74Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, ‘Who We Are – Foundation Factsheet’, available at: {https://www.gatesfoundation.
org/Who-We-Are/General-Information/Foundation-Factsheet} accessed 5 February 2018.

75Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, Financing Global Health 2014: Shifts in Funding as the MDG Era Closes
(Seattle: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2015), p. 89.

76Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, Financing Global Health 2015: Development Assistance Steady on the Path to
New Global Goals (Seattle: Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, 2016), pp. 88–9.

77Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, ‘Who We Are – History’, available at: {https://www.gatesfoundation.org/Who-We-
Are/General-Information/History} accessed 5 February 2018.
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Foundation into taking action on global health. In 1999, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun-
dation came into existence through a merger of three different philanthropies started by Bill
Gates during the 1990s. By the end of that year, BMGF had an endowment of $17.1 billion,
and global health was one of BMGF’s core funding areas. The organisation received a huge
financial boost in 2006 when Warren Buffett, then the world’s wealthiest person, announced
that he would give BMGF 10 million Class B shares of Berkshire Hathaway spread out over a
number of years. With an estimated value of the shares of $30 billion, Buffett’s donation
doubled the endowment of what was already the world’s wealthiest philanthropy. In addition,
Buffett’s donation included a stipulation that the annual amount BMGF received through his
donations had to be used to increase the organisation’s annual grantmaking and not simply sit
in the bank.78 With BMGF receiving between $1.25 billion and $2.15 billion from Buffett
annually, this mandated the organisation to expand its philanthropic activity in global health
significantly.

BMGF portrays itself as a partner for governments, providing resources and funds that
governments cannot. Gates notes that the global economic recession has placed greater strain on
national budgets, making it more difficult for traditional donor states to maintain their foreign
aid budgets. Into this gap, he notes, foundations like his can enter.79 Ingfei Chen notes, though,
that BMGF has restrictions on what types of global health activities it will fund. In particular,
BMGF takes a biomedical approach and focuses its funds on research and development of
treatment for infectious diseases. It offers little support for health care infrastructure, since it sees
that as a primary responsibility of government.80

Through its prodigious spending, BMGF has had an important effect on the global health
agenda in three key ways. First, its willingness to devote significant resources to global health
issues has called attention to serious health challenges. Putting substantial money towards an
issue grabs international attention and helps shape the global debate. Second, by providing funds
for research and treatment on neglected diseases, it has called greater attention to diseases other
than HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. While HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria remain
significantly underfunded, their relative prominence on the global health agenda has drowned
out attention to other diseases that are less prominent but cause greater morbidity and mor-
tality.81 BMGF possesses the largesse that it can direct attention towards some of these other
issues. Finally, its emphasis on developing new pharmaceutical treatments and using new
technologies has elevated the biomedical paradigm within global health. This does not mean that
there is no attention paid to the social factors that give rise to global health issues today, but
BMGF’s wealth and emphases allow research on new drugs and vaccines to gain greater pro-
minence within debates.

The intersection of global politics and global health is also bringing new actors into the fray.
The Chan Zuckerberg Initiative began in December 2015 by Mark Zuckerberg (the founder
of Facebook) and Priscilla Chan (a paediatrician) with an initial pledge to give or sell up to
$1 billion in Facebook shares for each of the next three years. Ultimately, the couple announced
that they intend to give away 99 per cent of their Facebook shares over their lifetimes to fund
the initiative.82 Based on the value of Facebook stock at the time of the foundation’s

78Carol J. Loomis, ‘Warren Buffett gives away his fortune’, Fortune (25 June 2006).
79Bill Gates, 2010 Annual Letter from Bill Gates, available at: {https://docs.gatesfoundation.org/Documents/2010-bill-gates-

annual-letter.pdf} accessed 5 February 2018.
80Ingfei Chen, ‘Thinking big about global health’, Cell, 124:4 (2006), p. 663.
81Jeremy Shiffman, ‘Has donor prioritization of HIV/AIDS displaced aid for other health issues?’, Health Policy and

Planning, 23:2 (2008), pp. 95–100.
82Yasmeen Abutaleb, ‘Facebook’s CEO and wife to give 99 per cent of shares to their new foundation’, Reuters (2

December 2015), available at: {https://www.reuters.com/article/us-markzuckerberg-baby/facebooks-ceo-and-wife-to-give-99-
percent-of-shares-to-their-new-foundation-idUSKBN0TK5UG20151202} accessed 5 February 2018.
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announcement, Chan and Zuckerberg will put more than $40 billion towards their foundation.83

While it is too early to know their funding priorities, Chan and Zuckerberg mentioned health as
one possible area. In 2014, the couple donated $25 million to the United States Centres for
Disease Control and Prevention to combat Ebola in West Africa.84 If the Chan Zuckerberg
Initiative does direct some portion of its funding towards global health, IHME suggests that its
contributions could help further alter the global health funding landscape.85 Interestingly, Chan
and Zuckerberg have decided to structure their new initiative as a limited liability corporation
rather than a tax-exempt foundation. This means that the couple will not receive the tax benefits
that would accompany donating their shares to a foundation, but they argue that it will give them
greater ‘flexibility to execute our mission more effectively’.86 At the same time, by creating a
limited liability corporation rather than a foundation, the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative is not
subject to public disclosure laws and thus able to obscure its sources of funding and grant
decisions from public scrutiny.87

Legitimacy, authority, and philanthropy
Philanthropic actors and their involvement in global health governance have provoked strong
(and typically negative) reactions within the academic literature. At their core, most of these
objections focus on questions of legitimacy and authority. Legitimacy refers to the basis on which
the rule of actors ‘is consented to and mutually agreed with the ruled’,88 while authority is
distinguished from self-interest to describe situations in which an actor accepts the rule of
another actor or body as legitimate.89 Because private actors like philanthropic foundations
operate outside of traditional systems of accountability and oversight within international pol-
itics, they can operate with a high degree of influence while the public has little ability to provide
a check on their operations.

The consequences of the rise of non-state actors in contemporary global governance inspire
fierce debate. Strange sees such private authority as a new, independent, and impersonal power
centre that increasingly overwhelms the power and authority of sovereign states.90 Louis W.
Pauly describes this process as weakening states, though he argues that states seek to mask the
extent of their power’s decline.91 Patrizia Nanz and Jens Steffek identify a common objection to
the rise of non-state actors in global governance; namely, that it promotes a democratic deficit.
The legitimacy of non-state actors does not derive from a mandate from the masses, so their
growing strength within global governance is symptomatic of a growing divide between the
rulemakers and the ruled.92 Others see the change as more benign. Sending and Neumann

83Devon Maloney, ‘Priscilla Chan and Mark Zuckerberg’s 99% pledge comes with strings attached’, The Guardian (2
December 2015), available at: {https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2015/dec/02/mark-zuckerberg-and-priscilla-chans-
99-pledge-is-born-with-strings-attached} accessed 5 February 2018.

84Luisa Kroll, ‘Mark Zuckerberg is giving $25 million to fight Ebola’, Forbes (14 October 2014), available at: {https://www.forbes.
com/sites/luisakroll/2014/10/14/mark-zuckerberg-is-giving-25-million-to-fight-ebola/#6cc6f1f0473a} accessed 5 February 2018.

85Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, Funding Global Health 2015, p. 19.
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challenge the state-in-decline narrative. The rise of non-state actors is not a transfer of power
away from the state, but rather a change in the logic and rationality of government and one in
which states are actively complicit.93 Douglas Webb argues that non-state actors can fill gaps in
services and authority that states either cannot or will not address,94 and Matthew J. Hirschland
finds that private business and multinational corporations may be particularly well placed to
address these gaps.95

Within the global health realm specifically, questions have arisen over whether philanthropies
and non-state actors can possess legitimacy and authority. Cathal Doyle and Preeti Patel note
that the increasing prominence of civil society organisations in putting global health initiatives
into practice has not led to a concomitant investigation of how or whether such groups possess
some degree of legitimacy to act. ‘But without such legitimacy, what justification is there for
including them in decision-making that affects the health of millions of people?’96 Rather than
making a specific argument one way or the other about the legitimacy of private actors, they note
that the claims in support or opposition have thus far largely avoided rigorous scrutiny. Julio
Frenk and Suerie Moon highlight that global health governance finds itself facing a ‘new reality
of pluralism’ in terms of the array of actors, but that there remains the problem of the
lack of accountability mechanisms for non-state actors.97 Chelsea Clinton and Devi Sridhar
describe how WHO’s authority and independence is undermined by its increasing reliance on
philanthropic and corporate funding.98

Because of its size and public prominence, BMGF is central to these questions of legitimacy
and authority for philanthropic organisations acting in global politics. Examining BMGF’s
legitimacy is of great importance because the organisation occupies a position of authority due to
its wealth, shapes the context of various global health initiatives through its creation and dis-
semination of relevant knowledge, and uses a personalised basis for claiming authority for its
operations and activities. BMGF, Sophie Harman posits, largely bases its authority to act on
charismatic and self-legitimation grounds largely abstracted from public deliberation. By relying
on this reified self-legitimation, BMGF’s activity within global health governance ‘reproduces
elite structures of power in global health governance and buys conformity and consent to the
rules’.99 More importantly, ‘To suggest that anything Bill Gates does is legitimate because he is
Bill Gates indicates that actors in global health governance can be legitimate as long as they are
wealthy public figures irrespective of their engagement with the people they work with and upon
whom their policies affect.’100 Instead of hiding behind its private status, Harman argues that
BMGF – and the wider realm of philanthropies working on global health issues – need criticism
and public contestation in order to give voice to those effected by the various global health
interventions. Without such a process and the accountability that accompanies it, philanthropy
in global health governance threatens to become yet another tool of hegemonic power and
domination. BMGF may possess a genuine interest in doing good for the world, but there is too

93Sending and Neumann, ‘Governance to governmentality’, pp. 652–4.
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Science and Medicine, 66:9 (2008), p. 1929.
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pp. 937, 939.
98Chelsea Clinton and Devi Sridhar, Governing Global Health: Who Runs the World and Why? (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 2017); Chelsea Clinton and Devi Sridhar, ‘Who pays for cooperation in global health? A comparative analysis of
WHO, the World Bank, the Global Fund to Fight HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria, and Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance’,
Lancet, 390:10091 (2017), pp. 324–32.

99Harman, ‘The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’, p. 350.
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little independent oversight ‘to ensure that this desire is translated into the right and most cost-
effective set of approaches, strategies, and investments for improving the health of the poor’.101

The shift in organisational structures for philanthropy also raises questions about legitimacy
and authority. In many countries, philanthropic foundations are subject to certain disclosure
requirements in order to receive their tax-exempt statuses, and they must give away a certain
percentage of their funding in grants annually. While these measures do not mean that the
foundations are fully transparent about their financial decisions, it does mean that there is a
certain exchange – the government allows them to reduce or eliminate the taxes they would
otherwise pay into the treasury in exchange for verifying that they are engaging in acts that would
ostensibly benefit the public good. In recent years, both Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook and Pierre
Omidyar of eBay have created for-profit limited liability corporations as their philanthropic
vehicles. Not only does this shift shield them from certain disclosure requirements, but it also
limits the public’s ability to assess whether their seeming acts of philanthropy in fact comply with
the law. McGoey and Darren Thiel note that American philanthropic law mandates that ‘private
fortunes should not be used to subvert government policies enacted by public officials who have a
democratic mandate to act on behalf of a general public’.102 By changing the legal structures to
distribute funding, these new philanthropic actors undermine this legal principle and call their
legitimacy and authority further into question.

These questions of the legitimacy and authority of non-state actors like philanthropic foun-
dations within the global health space are serious and will continue to cloud the involvement of
such groups. At the same time, the situation may not be completely bleak. Steven Bernstein
challenges the idea of employing pre-existing frameworks for assessing legitimacy and authority
within international society. Legitimacy and authority should be rooted within historically
contingent practices, values, and goals and develop out of the interactions that occur within a
given society.103 As a result, new modes and sites of governance will necessarily need to
accommodate a wider range of actors as they play larger roles. From this perspective, philan-
thropic organisations are not buying their way into legitimacy so much as they are representative
of the evolution of international cooperation on global health matters. Frenk and Moon point out
that global health governance has a history of encouraging and welcoming innovative approaches
to governance challenges.104 For instance, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and
Malaria and the GAVI Alliance have both given various types of non-state actors voting powers
on their boards along with national governments.105 Karsten Ronit and Volker Schneider note
that the World Health Organization has encouraged and welcomed private regulatory
mechanisms throughout its history in situations where public regulations is not possible or
feasible.106 While not denying the power dynamics that an incredibly wealthy organisation like
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation may possess, Partzsch and Fuchs posit that non-state
actors can gain a measure of authority by cultivating the public’s trust through demonstrating
results.107 It is also worth noting that traditional state-based approaches to global health

101David McCoy, Gayatri Kembhavi, Jinesh Patel, and Akish Luintel, ‘The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s grant-
making programme for global health’, Lancet, 373:9675 (2009), p. 1652.
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(2018), p. 6, available at: {https://doi.org/10.1080/03085147.2018.1448543}.

103Steven Bernstein, ‘Legitimacy in intergovernmental and non-state global governance’, Review of International Political
Economy, 18:1 (2011), pp. 17–51.
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105Devi Sridhar, Claire E. Brolan, Shireen Durrani, Jennifer Edge, Larry Gostin, Peter S. Hill, Albrecht Jahn, and Martin

McKee, ‘Governance and financing of global public health: the post-2015 agenda’, Brown Journal of World Affairs, 20:1
(2013), p. 73.
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governance do not necessarily live up to the standards of legitimacy and authority.
Intergovernmental organisations are renowned for their own democratic deficits.108 The United
States provides the Global Fund with one third of its annual budget for grants, but it ‘is not a
passive or quiet investor’.109 Furthermore, the states that provide voluntary funds to WHO
distort and undermine the organisation’s ability to independently determine its budget and fiscal
priorities.110

The debates over the legitimacy and authority of philanthropy and its interaction with
traditional state-based actors within global health governance will require innovative approaches
and willingness by all sides to address these questions in a substantive manner. Global health
governance needs the funding that philanthropies provide. As that funding plays an increasingly
large role, it is natural to expect that such actors will want to clarify their role or find ways to
build productive collaborations with state actors.

We must also remember that legitimacy is not a static standard. As with other normative and
behavioural expectations that exist within international society, our collective notions of what
constitutes legitimacy and authority changes as the context changes. Practices among European
states once considered entirely appropriate and legitimate no longer are because the contexts in
which those previous understandings arose are no longer functional.111 Legitimacy is ultimately
driven by a logic of appropriateness, and those ‘collective understandings of what is appropriate’
will change over time.112 Indeed, it is a strength of the international system and its robustness
that such changes occur. Indeed, much of the conversation around legitimacy and accountability
within the global governance literature – a field that is ostensibly interested in questioning the
privileged role of the nation-state within international relations – ends up reifying the state and
thus working against its own analytical interests.

Conclusion: the future of philanthropy in international relations
Philanthropy plays a unique and independent role within international relations. As such,
it needs to be recognised by the discipline as an important force that intersects with larger
questions about power, legitimacy, authority, and policymaking in the international realm. While
earlier research has looked at specific philanthropic organisations and their influence, this article
makes the call for International Relations to situate philanthropy in a more holistic sense and
move beyond an exclusive focus on specific organisations. By examining its influence historically
and contemporaneously, this article highlights the various ways in which philanthropy has
exerted significant influence on the international system and the questions that philanthropy’s
role raises.

The burgeoning role of philanthropy in global politics has attracted significant criticism for
crowding out certain voices, the lack of public accountability, its reification of a neoliberal
economic and political system that gives rise to systematic inequalities in the first place, and for
imposing its preferred solutions on situations rather than accounting for local interests and
needs. These are serious and substantial charges, and they point to the importance of giving
independent analytical weight to philanthropic organisations operating within international
society. Indeed, part of the reason that International Relations as a discipline needs to take
philanthropy seriously as an important element for analysis stems directly from the criticisms

108Frenk and Moon, ‘Governance challenges in global health’, p. 939.
109Clinton and Sridhar, ‘Who pays for cooperation’, p. 327.
110David McCoy, Sudeep Chand, and Devi Sridhar, ‘Global health funding: How much, where it comes from, and where

it goes’, Health Policy and Planning, 24:6 (2009), pp. 407–17.
111Janice E. Thomson, ‘Explaining the regulation of transnational practices: a state-building approach’, in James N.

Rosenau and Ernst-Otto Czempiel (eds), Governance Without Government: Order and Change in World Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 196–8.

112Thomas Weiss, Global Governance: Why? What? Whither? (Cambridge: Polity, 2013), p. 38.
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levied against it. If groups like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Rockefeller
Foundation, the Ford Foundation, and the Wellcome Trust have such clout that they can alter
the operations of intergovernmental organisations, alter the political agenda, and cause national
governments to change their own policies and priorities, then it behooves the discipline to
understand how and why this type of actor can exercise such outsized influence in the global
sphere. If it is not actually the case that philanthropic foundations possess such power, then the
charges laid against them by their critics are without merit. Various scholars have raised
important questions about the role of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in the con-
temporary era and the Rockefeller Foundation and its ilk in earlier eras, but they have done so by
looking at the organisations themselves rather than placing those foundations within the broader
context of International Relations. If their questions about legitimacy, authority, credibility, and
expertise are genuine and deserve attention, then philanthropy as an institution needs to be
understood as an important element within international society and one whose operations need
to be addresses holistically and using the tools we already possess to understand power, influence,
and sovereignty. Otherwise, the critiques being levied are lacking in theoretical heft or
connections to the larger academic conversations on these topics.

The rise of philanthropy as a significant and independent force within International Relations
is a direct reflection of the changing role of the state and the role of non-state actors. Rather than
understanding the state and philanthropy as locked in a zero-sum battle for power, we can
understand their roles relative to each other as part of a larger continuum. Philanthropy
contributes to the development and maintenance of international society by filling niches not
being served by the state rather than crowding out the state, but there are serious questions
about whether philanthropy addresses those oversights in ways that are broadly beneficial
to international society. This thus suggests that the role of philanthropic foundations in
international society is unlikely to disappear or significantly decline unless and until states,
intergovernmental organisations, and other more traditional actors take a more active role in
addressing international political issues. At the same time, it implores us to carefully scrutinise
how philanthropy exercises power, legitimacy, and authority and to consider what sort of
oversight is necessary.
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