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Abstract 
Contemporary philanthropy is often celebrated for its contributions to development and 
innovation, yet it also attracts sustained critiques that question its legitimacy, accountability, 
and equity. This article synthesizes key normative and practical criticisms of philanthropy, 
showing how elite capture, weak accountability, philanthrocapitalism, gendered inequalities, 
and neo-colonial dynamics shape its contested role in society. Elite philanthropy, enabled by 
wealth concentration and tax incentives, risks reinforcing rather than reducing inequality, 
functioning as a form of private governance under the guise of benevolence. Accountability 
gaps further undermine legitimacy, as foundations wield considerable influence without 
democratic oversight. The adoption of market-based logics in philanthrocapitalism 
privileges efficiency and measurable outcomes but sidelines complex, long-term issues 
resistant to quantification. Feminist perspectives highlight persistent underfunding of 
women’s rights and the marginalization of women as decision-makers, while decolonial 
critiques emphasize the imposition of Western priorities and the erasure of indigenous 
practices. Distinguishing between normative critiques of legitimacy and practical critiques 
of effectiveness, the article argues that philanthropy must be evaluated as a political practice 
rather than a neutral transfer of resources. Moving toward accountable, participatory, 
feminist, and decolonial approaches is essential for ensuring philanthropy’s credibility and 
justice-oriented role in global society.
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1. Introduction 
Philanthropy occupies an increasingly prominent role in global development, humanitarian 
aid, and policy innovation. However, its rise has been accompanied by strong critiques that 
question whether philanthropy reinforces rather than challenges structural inequalities. 
These critiques emphasize that philanthropy is not a neutral or purely benevolent act, but a 
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practice shaped by power relations, cultural assumptions, and systemic imbalances. By 
engaging with normative and practical critiques, this article examines philanthropy’s 
contested legitimacy and the implications for its future role in advancing justice.

2. Elite Capture and the Consolidation of Power 
The rise of “mega-philanthropy” reflects the influence of ultra-high-net-worth individuals 
and family offices. Enabled by growing wealth concentration and favorable tax incentives, 
elite philanthropy often sets public agendas aligned with private preferences (Bishop & 
Green, 2008). Critics argue that philanthropy thus functions as a form of private 
governance, legitimizing elites while entrenching inequalities from which their wealth is 
derived (Reich, 2018). Rather than redistributing resources, philanthropy risks reproducing 
the very structures it claims to challenge.

3. Accountability and Transparency Gaps 
Unlike governments, philanthropic foundations are not subject to electoral processes or 
strong public oversight. Their influence over public policy, academic research, and service 
delivery is considerable, yet reporting requirements and transparency mechanisms remain 
minimal (Anheier, 2018). Beneficiaries—those most affected by philanthropic decisions—
rarely have meaningful input into decision-making. This accountability gap sustains 
technocratic, top-down interventions rather than participatory practices, raising concerns 
about democratic legitimacy.

4. Philanthrocapitalism and Market Logics 
The rise of philanthrocapitalism has reframed giving in terms of business efficiency, 
scalability, and measurable outcomes. Proponents claim that managerial tools increase 
effectiveness, but critics caution that reducing social value to what can be quantified 
marginalizes complex and long-term issues (McGoey, 2015). The conflation of efficiency 
with justice risks narrowing philanthropy’s scope, prioritizing what can be measured over 
what matters.

5. Feminist Critiques 
Feminist scholars highlight the persistent gendered imbalances in philanthropy. Women 
remain underrepresented in elite philanthropic leadership despite their central roles in 
grassroots and community-based giving. Funding for women’s rights organizations remains 
disproportionately low, often relegating women to the role of beneficiaries rather than 
decision-makers (Shaw-Hardy & Taylor, 2010). Intersectional approaches argue that 

 of 2 4



philanthropy must address systemic gender inequalities in both resource allocation and 
institutional governance.

6. Decolonial Critiques 
Decolonial perspectives situate philanthropy within global power asymmetries. Large 
Northern foundations frequently define agendas according to Western knowledge systems, 
marginalizing indigenous practices and undermining local capacity (Choudry & Kapoor, 
2013). Programs framed as developmental or humanitarian risk perpetuating dependency 
and reinforcing neo-colonial relationships. Advocates of decolonial approaches call for 
epistemic justice, equitable partnerships, and recognition of cultural sovereignty in 
philanthropic practice.

7. Normative and Practical Critiques 
It is helpful to distinguish between two broad categories of critique. Normative critiques 
question philanthropy’s legitimacy, highlighting its role in consolidating power, bypassing 
democracy, and sustaining inequality. Practical critiques examine effectiveness, questioning 
whether philanthropy achieves sustainable outcomes, avoids dependency, and addresses 
structural causes. Together, these perspectives emphasize that philanthropy must be 
evaluated not only by outcomes but also by its political and ethical foundations.

8. Discussion 
Critiques of philanthropy expose its paradoxical nature. While celebrated as a force for 
innovation and solidarity, philanthropy often reflects elite influence, managerial rationality, 
and cultural dominance. Feminist and decolonial critiques expand the debate by highlighting 
marginalized voices and systemic inequities. The convergence of normative and practical 
concerns underscores the need for philanthropy to shift toward models that are accountable, 
participatory, and justice-oriented.

9. Conclusion 
Contemporary philanthropy is contested terrain. Elite capture, accountability gaps, 
philanthrocapitalism, gendered inequalities, and neo-colonial dynamics reveal the 
limitations of philanthropy as a vehicle for social justice. Addressing these critiques requires 
moving beyond efficiency and benevolence to embrace inclusive, feminist, and decolonial 
practices rooted in democratic accountability. Only by rethinking its structures of power and 
legitimacy can philanthropy sustain credibility as a transformative force in global society.
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