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‘Reparations is what love looks like in public.’1

‘I want for my people to want to live, not just exist waiting to die. There is a type of suicide that we don’t speak about that isn’t about actively attempting to die but not actively attempting to live.’2

—WHITNEY ILES
(Founder and CEO, Project 507), 2022
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Preface

GIVING BACK is a book about radically changing our approach to giving to good causes.

It is a book about the things we should consider before we donate money, time, resources, activism or ideas to contribute to a fairer society for all.

This is a book about what it means to embrace our hearts and reject our fears.

It is about looking beyond what we think is attainable and working towards making the unimaginable possible.




Introduction

Beyond the reserve’s line

When my parents moved from Manor Park, east London to Chigwell, Essex in 1987, I discovered for the first time a place where I could walk in a straight line without my senses being disturbed. No more would sleeping bikes on the pavement, sirens, car beeps, soulless buildings with sharp edges, or the haunted, hollow sounds of the inner city disturb me. Chigwell did not move incessantly like Manor Park. Little to hear. Clear air. Country smells. Even when a violent wind blew, you didn’t feel as if a blunt knife was scraping every inch of your face. It was quiet, peaceful, but sterile. A place for older folks, not young people. There was no colour. I missed the rattling chime of kids playing out in the streets, the aroma of creamed coconut and cumin wafting out of houses. I missed the warmth of the neighbours, a neighbourhood that didn’t necessarily understand me but was familiar enough with my culture, my cultural presence, to embrace me. In Chigwell, I felt like a stranger in a recognisable land.

I quickly decided that I wanted to continue going to my school in East Ham, situated between Barking and Plaistow, not too far from West Ham football club. I didn’t mind the journey: nearly a mile-long walk to the nearest bus stop, a twenty-minute bus ride to Ilford, a ten-minute bus ride to Barking and then a ten-minute walk to school. I needed familiarity more than I needed extra sleep, more than I needed light on the way home during winter.

Two weeks into the first term of school (I was in the fourth year/Year 10 at the time), I was strolling home via Manford Way, the main stretch between my house and my nearest bus stop. Manford Way offered little in the way of engagement: an unwelcoming pub, a health centre, a large primary school, a rarely occupied park and a mix of multi-coloured flat-roof houses (their gardens backing on to the street, protected by five-feethigh brick walls) and bland semis with driveways and sloping patches of green space separating the houses from the pavement. The stretch was about as colourful as a damp paving stone.

As I wandered down the street, I encountered an older white woman walking fifteen yards or so ahead of me. She wore a grey or beige overcoat. Can’t quite remember the colour. But the coat was light in tone and stiff, like rigor mortis had set in. She had a complete head of grey hair, and while not exactly frail, she shuffled awkwardly, like someone trying to overtake a parent with a double buggy down a narrow path. I attributed the stammering nature of her walk to age. I felt her turn to gaze at me, but our eyes didn’t meet.

She looked again. Felt it, but I was in a daze; often was during this stretch. I was probably thinking about Eric B. & Rakim’s ‘I Know You Got Soul’, a no-look Magic Johnson pass, a Sugar Ray Leonard bolo punch, or why my parents had moved to the sticks. I understood why. They had been in Manor Park since ’68. Manor Park had provided affordable housing, a Caribbean community, and a willing seller to a Black* family. Yet after nineteen years, they’d had enough. Our house and car were broken into; the local post office became a casualty of an armed robbery. Our local secondary school, Little Ilford, had a mobile police unit permanently stationed within its grounds due to persistent racially motivated attacks on Black and Asian pupils.

The racist ‘political’ group, the National Front, brazenly recruited and leafleted outside my primary school gates. My parents craved a safer neighbourhood, a house with off-street parking, a semi, a quiet life. They traded bigger (home) for safer (area), chaos for calm, brownness for whiteness.

As I continued my walk home from school, my thoughts were interrupted. The old lady turned again. I noticed that she had started to walk even faster. Despite this, I had still been gaining on her. She turned and looked at me again. Our eyes briefly met this time. I smiled. She grimaced. Her looks were starting to unnerve me. I was only a few yards behind her now. Her shuffle transformed into a kind of hop. Tried to ignore her. Told myself it wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me. Didn’t want my head to drift too far into what she may have been thinking.

I approached cautiously. Five yards. Four yards. Three yards. Maybe this older woman needed help? If so, I’d offer. If not, I’d stroll past. She turned again. This time she looked directly at me. Alarmed. Fraught. I became paranoid. Couldn’t figure out what was wrong with her. Well, I knew. I just didn’t want to believe it.

I started to slow down. That’ll help. Not slow enough. Then I decided to walk closer to the roadside, so when I’d overtake, there would be enough distance between the two of us for her to feel safe. I’m two yards behind her now. She did not appear to be in any physical pain; I had been her pain. No doubt, she feared being mugged. I feared that she might accuse me of mugging her.

I started to look around. Felt like a criminal. Maybe I had been blowing this out of proportion. Perhaps I would pass her, and this farce would end. By the time she’d crossed a road, I was by her side, about to overtake. Freedom. Free-doom. As she stepped onto the pavement, she collapsed to the floor. Her crashing body sounded like a leather overcoat flung violently onto concrete. She rolled onto her back. I approached to help her up. ‘Are you all right?’ I asked. She lifted her hands in front of her face as if trying to protect herself from a punch. ‘I’m not gonna hurt you, are you all right?’ I held my arm out to help her up. She flinched, her arms protecting her face, eyes startled like a child confronted by a hostile dog. I withdrew my hand. ‘Do you want me to help you?’ I asked. She did not say a word.

Here I was, a near six-foot-tall Black boy in ill-fitting school clothes standing over a frail white woman crumpled on the pavement. I saw this scene before I realised I was a part of it. Should I stay or should I go? I was confused. My head and my heart were at odds – how would anyone passing by perceive me? How would you have perceived me?

Hold that thought.

Maybe she. Maybe you.

Hold it. What do you think would have been the first thing you thought had you witnessed this scene? Whatever that thought was, hold on to it.

This story, a true one, is not about victim versus villain, right versus wrong, good versus evil, Black versus white. Not that. Not about her or me. It’s about the lens through which you have just witnessed this scene. A scene where – on the surface – an old woman felt so threatened by a Black boy, a perception of blackness, that she panicked herself into falling. I’ll never know what she really thought or felt. You’ll never know.

Go back to your lens for a second. What shaped your lens? What shaped how you view life or how you view ‘race’*? How do you view immigration, nationalism, Brexit and some of the many issues Britain struggles to discuss without prejudging? Were your opinions shaped more by your parents? The media? Your friends? Your environment? Your schooling? No doubt all the above, to varying degrees.

Do you hold the same political beliefs as your parents? Do you believe everything you see in the media, particularly concerning things you know little about and people with whom you have little contact? When you see your old school friends, would you say that your politics still align? Consciously? Unconsciously? Fundamentally? What was your conception of race and immigration, of national identity, growing up? How diverse are your nearest and dearest friends, you know, the ones you confide in, the ones you frequently invite round for dinner? What did you learn about race, religion, immigration, colonialism, and Britain’s historical relationship to these things at school? How did you experience difference? How do you experience difference?

I could have picked many more stories, from the blatant: being persistently stopped and searched by police for no reason or having to hide out in the back of a car while being caught in the middle of a National Front rally. To the subtle: bus drivers refusing to let me on the bus, security guards following me around stores,* or the many taxi drivers refusing to pick me up. To everyday issues: the uncomfortable stares, being ignored or bypassed at the shop counter, the microaggressions. To the unseen: being overlooked for promotion at work, white folks ‘picking my brain’ and misappropriating my knowledge, decisions made when I am not in the room. Blurred lines. Blatant, subtle, the everyday, the unseen merge into one. Not perpetrated by skinheads in Doc Martens with tats, a scowl and a glare. I am talking about bus stops, shops, trains, school, work. My livelihood. My future. I am talking about actions and body language and feeling ‘othered’. Emotional, everyday violence.

Giving Back is not about this elderly woman and me. It’s about change. It’s about transformation. It’s about challenging our perceptions. It’s about history, how we behave and how we relate to one another. It’s not about individual incidents. It’s not about, for example, how she felt but why she might have felt the way she did. The impact of the way she felt, on herself, on me. Her lens. Your lens. Us.

I want you to confront your lens for a moment. Put aside some of the things you think are the truth and explore ideas about how we can contribute to a better world. Giving Back is a call to radically alter our approach to ‘giving’* to good causes, be it volunteering or donating money, time, resources or ideas. I call for a change rooted in justice, not charity, a change from giving as a top-down, bureaucratic, institutionalised approach to an everyday practice rooted in the experiences and expertise of the acutely marginalised and most impacted communities, a change that must start from within us.

* * * * *

I adapted the passage above from a report I wrote for my Churchill Fellowship, titled ‘They Just Don’t Know’.1 The title referred to what I perceived as Britain’s ignorance of how different groups experience society and how everything, from our education system to our media, reinforces the fear of the ‘other’, the ‘foreigner’. How these institutions and the people who govern them strive to keep the public ill-informed and divided to retain power to a point where, despite my near fifty years as a Londoner, my everyday experiences and feelings as a Black man remain something most people just don’t know.

I was wrong. The COVID-19 outbreak early in 2020 taught us many things about race in Britain. Primarily, that Black and racially minoritised people are systematically disadvantaged, and no amount of blame on individuals’ actions or choices supersedes structural racism in society. We were twice as likely as white people to catch the coronavirus. Precarious jobs, inadequate housing and poor environments were among the factors that increased the risk for Black people. By August 2020, ethnic minorities made up 34 per cent of critically ill COVID-19 patients despite comprising 14 per cent of the population.2 The pandemic exacerbated existing racial disparities. There was no hiding place for people in Britain. And, for the first time in my adult life, white folks en masse did not appear to be in complete denial about it.

*

I entered the charitable sector, which I will refer to as the social sector throughout the book,* full-time in 2003, after many years as a journalist. While writing, I had always volunteered at youth centres, prisons, schools and for mentoring schemes. I had seen how inequality played out in the lives of young people. I could see Britain’s relationship with us – my family, Black people – had not advanced suitably. The social sector struck me as a place where invention and activism could thrive, a space that would challenge the prevailing norms within our society.

Civil Society Futures: The Independent Inquiry’s report, ‘Civil Society in England: Its current state and future opportunity’ probably has the best definition of what I call the social sector. The report, which defines the sector as civil society, states:

Civil society involves all of us. When we act not for profit nor because the law requires us to, but out of love or anger or creativity, or principle, we are civil society. When we bring together our friends or colleagues or neighbours to have fun or to defend our rights or to look after each other, we are civil society. Whether we organise through informal friendship networks, Facebook groups, community events and protests; or formal committees, charities, faiths and trade unions, whether we block runways or co-ordinate coffee mornings, sweat round charity runs or make music for fun; when we organise ourselves outside the market and the state, we are all civil society.3

However you want to term or describe the social sector, this space felt like a middle ground for me as I was neither a grassroots activist nor a civil servant. It felt like the middle ground between the private and public sectors. But the longer I spent in it, the more I found out how ill-equipped it was to tackle long-term social issues.

Segregation is rife in the social sector. There is the mainstream or institutionalised part of the industry: the ‘super-major’ charities (income over £100 million), the ‘major’ ones (between £10 million and £100 million), and the large ones (between £1 million and £10 million), as defined by National Council for Voluntary Organisation (NCVO).* These are generally well-established organisations with fundraisers and a solid track record of attracting income from various sources, be it from independent trusts and foundations, the government, high-net-worth individuals, corporates, events and appeals, the general public or from their own enterprises (shops, selling training packages, etc.). However, the vast majority of the UK’s 166,000+ charities are micro or small organisations.4 These figures do not take into consideration the many individuals and unregistered groups also delivering charitable activities.

The super-major charities will be familiar to us, like Cancer Research UK, the Salvation Army, the Royal British Legion, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC), the Royal National Theatre, St. John Ambulance and the Royal Opera House. Many of these organisations have been around for a long time. You can also include the large trusts and foundations that fund charitable activities nationally and internationally, independent of the government. Overall, these organisations (those delivering services and resources) tend to add value to or fill gaps in the state’s social services but rarely will they challenge structural barriers. Some of these organisations, particularly the large arts institutions, only serve a small section of our society, mainly the elite.

While Giving Back concerns itself only with institutions and organisations outside of our core public services and the public sector, many universities, private schools, think tanks, and corporate foundations are also charitable entities. They, too, often only serve a small and privileged few and with questionable charitable objectives. But that’s another book.

Another problem lies in the corporatisation of the social sector,* which has led to a flood of well-meaning but soft-celled graduates and business types entering social purpose work with no genuine desire to change the status quo significantly. Leadership in the social sector looks like a Conservative Party Conference or a Lloyds Banking Group board meeting. Beyond the lack of diversity, you have frequent government meddling and policies such as the Cohesion Guidance for Funders Consultation in May 2008 and the Lobbying Act in 2014, restricting the voice, advocacy activities and funding to campaign groups, particularly those serving marginalised communities. We will probably never know the extent to which divestment from specialist services aimed at specific communities has fundamentally ruptured community relations or inadvertently driven social problems underground.

Similarly, we will likely never discover how divestment from these services has fed large, generalist charities, many of whom replicate public sector harm by ignoring communities of colour, disabled people or domestic-abuse survivors. One of the social sector’s critical roles, representing public opinion, has been fundamentally undermined by the government. Its voice has become weaker in recent years as the gaps between the major charities and smaller ones have increasingly grown as a result of the social sector’s greater intimacy with the government. This is a sector that should be challenging the ills of our society, not replicating it.

We exist in a world where the twenty-six richest billionaires own as much capital as the poorest 50 per cent (3.8 billion people) of the world’s population.5 A world where it is estimated that the Global North drains $2.2 trillion from the Global South every year. This sum could end extreme poverty across the globe fifteen times over.6 A world where a tiny fraction of wealth from the world’s richest men could do a great deal to alleviate starvation across the globe. For example, in 2021, David Beasley, Director of United Nations’ World Food Program, pointed out that $6 billion from Tesla and SpaceX founder Elon Musk – an estimated 2 per cent of his wealth at the time – could help save 42 million people from hunger.7 A world where, at its core, the wealthy are beneficiaries of an economic system that exploits Black, indigenous and people of colour and our natural resources. A world where the rich are beneficiaries of a system that is widening income inequality while increasingly closing the borders to those most vulnerable to the damage that capitalism has caused. A world where these billionaires control our behaviour and voting patterns and enhance our fears through social media platforms. The social sector should be a place we turn to when we want to challenge the root of such blatant disparities.

The problem was that you just couldn’t reveal these issues to anyone outside of the social sector. I liken it to being one of the ‘clean’ athletes in a professional sports event. You knew that some of your competitors were probably taking performance-enhancing drugs. You may have also suspected that the authorities were complicit but may not do anything about it for the sake of reputation preservation or profit. You knew that by taking part in the event and not saying anything, you were also complicit. You also knew that most of the lesser competitors were probably clean. You knew of the financial value of this event and the damage it would cause if you snitched. You knew that you could ruin it for everyone, including yourself and the cleaner athletes. The difference is that whereas elite athletes’ success can enable money to trickle down to lesser athletes, that is not the case in the social sector, where the major charities tend to soak up the wealth and control.

The general public may not have known many of the details outlined above, but the mainstream social sector’s veil fooled no one. Grassroots football fans probably felt this way in the early nineties, during the Premier League’s onset. The gap between the fans and the players widened. Given football’s importance in our everyday lives as a form of escape and belonging, charity’s as a place we may turn to in times of crisis, guilt or generosity, we endure, even if we complain about it as much as we revere it (a definite British trait). While public trust in charities improved in 20208 from the Charity Commission’s last survey in 2018, it remains lower than in 2014. From the ambiguity over where our donations go and the high salaries of major charity heads to ‘poverty porn’,* which exploits vulnerable people’s condition for profit and sexual abuse in international aid, social sector organisations remain maligned and misunderstood.

But this is a space that matters.

The social sector employs over 900,000 people,† contributing £18.2 billion to the UK economy.9 Every year, close to 12 million people formally volunteer (with an estimated value in 2016 of £23.9 billion), while British people donate over £10 billion to good causes.10 These figures do not consider the vast social value of the sector, for example, informal volunteering or savings to the economy by reducing homelessness, health problems, crime and other significant issues.

We are a nation that gives, but also a nation where the most generous are often those who have the least. Back in 2011, Professor Yaojun Li from Manchester University found that the poorest 20 per cent of the British public gave 3.2 per cent of their wages to charitable causes while the richest 20 per cent gave 1.3 per cent.11

Through corporatisation, we have however lost genuine ambition, imagination and grassroots communities’ voices. Direct action and tech are achieving more immediate results, leaving social sector institutions, much like the British education system, woefully outdated and ill-prepared to meet everyday and modern needs. In response to the climate crisis, the COVID-19 outbreak, the police’s lynching of George Floyd and state violence against women and girls, it was climate justice campaign group Wretched of the Earth, Black Lives Matter UK, Extinction Rebellion, Sisters Uncut and other system-changers and grassroots collectives that mobilised people to protest.

While the approaches of some, such as Extinction Rebellion, were not necessarily inclusive, these groups succeeded where so many charities had failed, by stimulating interest, involvement and action among ordinary folks. The power of the ‘unregistered’ social sector worldwide, from Black Lives Matter US to the #MeToo campaigns, from the Stansted 15 to Occupy Goldsmiths, has shown that the social sector, as an institution, is increasingly struggling to reflect the needs of the public.

During the COVID-19 outbreak and the Black Lives Matter protests sparked by George Floyd’s death in 2020, we did not see many immediate bold ideas from the large charities, funders, or the mainstream social sector. Worse still, as I attended numerous Zoom calls talking about social change, I didn’t know where the mainstream social sector stood on issues such as racism, climate or unethical AI. I wasn’t even sure of the degree to which they cared beyond their own financial reserve’s line.

I had witnessed over the years how central the white saviour complex was to the culture of charities and how corporatisation had created an even greater gap between the charitable sector and general public. The PowerPoint presentations looked better. The language was more commercial. The dissemination of ideas appeared to be more credible. But when the crisis hit, the social sector appeared further from challenging the norm than ever before. It merely reinforced the government’s ‘few rotten apples’ theory that they applied to the police. The sector pats itself on the back and its institutions corral around each other when under attack. At no point did it hold a mirror in front of itself long enough to acknowledge its complicities in weakening the voice of marginalised people. In all likelihood, it could not afford to do so.

For me, the bold and transformational ideas emerging before and during the COVID-19 crisis came from the outsiders within. These were ideas with the potential to shift the paradigm without leaving any community behind. I first encountered the term in Barbara Ransby’s epic biography Ella Baker & the Black Freedom Movement, in which she used the phrase to describe Ella Baker, the civil rights activist. I would later find out that American academic Patricia Hill Collins coined the expression. ‘Collins asserts that black women cannot fully be a member of feminist thought nor black social thought because the former assumes whiteness while the latter assumes maleness. The makeup of their identity and consequently their experiences as black women maintain their position as outsiders within spaces of oppression.’12

The term ‘outsider within’ seemed so relevant to me during my years in the social sector for two reasons. First, it reflects the lived experiences of the many organisers, youth workers, activists, cultural producers, social entrepreneurs, lawyers and writers I’ve met who are applying those experiences to create some of the most imaginative, radical and ethical ways of establishing a fairer future. Second, their positionality offers a unique outlook, with an ever-evolving understanding of what needs to change in our society based on continued experiences. Their lens is often anti-racist and intersectional, embraces the most marginalised, does not undermine or harm other communities, and has the potential to create a just future for all. If the social sector was centred in this way, the potential for transformational changes in our society would be less a dream and more a reality.

I have been lucky to observe many changemakers over the years, many of whom, to me, are outsiders within. They are curious, imaginative, questioning, unwilling to accept the conventions of society. Rarely do they receive a fair share of funding. Some may call them rebellious, brave, radical, unconventional or fearless. However, they are perceived, they appear to accept this position, as difficult as it may be – something many of us struggle to embrace through fear of being considered interlopers – and harness this to try and change the world for the better.

While Giving Back primarily features the innovations and activism of women of colour, they are not exclusively Black or African American. So, in using the term in this book, I am not always staying true to Hill Collins’s original definition. But this position, this foundation and those that seem to embrace it and use it to do good, offer – I believe – the greatest hope for our future.

There is likely an element of the outsider within in many of us, to varying degrees; something about us that doesn’t quite fit in, something we try to ignore, something often too painful to acknowledge. There are layers to this. Some communities are more oppressed than others. Less visible minorities can pass. But we are unquestionably living in a system of oppression that benefits a small percentage of our world at the expense of the majority, particularly the Global Majority. We are increasingly a world that is acknowledging our multiple identities, far more than what government policies and services choose to recognise. We are also in a world where economic divides continue to increase and those with the power to design the policies and services we consume, the minority, keeps a good portion of us on the margins. We are not all in the same boat. But we are also not as far apart as those in power would make it seem.

*

I remember listening to Azeem Azhar’s Exponential View podcast, where one of his guests said that we needed goals that are better than our world. It struck me that those I had worked with who were challenging the system were those with visions that were better than our current world. That is why I have written this book. I didn’t want to focus on the ills of how the institutionalised social sector responds to need. There are plenty of problems. Too many. And they come up throughout the book. But why look back? By doing so, I’d be guilty of doing the very thing that appears to get politicians elected – looking back, promoting fear, keeping marginalised folks to the rear.

I, of course, set the context of what philanthropy looks like now, in the first section of the book, ‘Band-Aid’, and look at how the COVID-19 outbreak exacerbated existing disparities. I also explore, in Part Two, ‘That’s why I’m giving’, what motivates us to donate time, money or resources to good causes. Part Three, ‘Stand for something’, looks at nine characteristics we need if we truly want to transform our world through our giving. The final section, ‘A common project’, is a call to re-evaluate the way we give and how, by adopting these characteristics, we may contribute to a society that benefits the well-being of us all, not just the wealthy.

A focus of the book is on those ‘clean’ athletes, the ones who should oversee the country, those we rarely see on Newsnight, those who should be on or hosting The Andrew Marr Show. I focus on those we should invest in, their ideas, visions and innovations, those who want Britain to be great in all its multi-racial and multi-ethnic glory, and not because of some outdated conception of Empire. Those who embrace difference.

For funders, investors, the public, high-net-worth individuals, commissioners, anyone who gives, particularly those reinvigorated to contribute after the events in 2020, this is a time to think about how we give, to whom, and to what end. Where should we go to capture our energy to give? How can we be more effective in our giving? How can we balance both the satisfaction we feel when we give with our desire for our efforts to have a tangible impact? If you are inspired to give, Giving Back offers a guide to helping you take the first steps to enable your donations to go further.

In two decades of working in the social sector, I shifted from the front line – as a youth and community worker supporting people on estates, in schools, in young offenders’ institutions, youth clubs and prisons – to directing the distribution of tens of millions of pounds to good causes across thirty-four countries. Over the years, I designed, led or delivered creative education programmes that served around three thousand people. I read thousands of funding applications during this time. My work took me from Nairobi to New Orleans and Shanghai to Cape Town, supporting initiatives tackling issues from gender inequality and racial injustice to climate change and disability discrimination.

I received a Churchill Fellowship in 2014, which enabled me to travel to the United States to spend time with organisations like Color of Change, Race Forward, Peace First, Harlem Children’s Zone and The People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond. I also became an inaugural Knowledge Equity Fellow at the Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship, Saïd Business School, University of Oxford and host the podcast Just Cause, exploring the intersections of race, culture and philanthropy. I am currently the chief executive of Ten Years’ Time, aiming to inject ambition, imagination, justice and equity into philanthropy by reducing the proximity between financial wealth and community wealth [knowledge]. Our core purpose is to mobilise more money and resources into ideas and initiatives led by individuals from the most impacted communities, particularly people of colour.

Over the years, the people with the most to say embodied an activist and imaginative position, not career-driven but life-driven. This included Professor Carlene Firmin – pioneer of contextual safeguarding, Farzana Khan – co-founder of Healing Justice London and Resourcing Racial Justice, Marai Larasi – former executive director of Imkaan, and Yvonne Field – founder of The Ubele Initiative. This also included Baljeet Sandhu – founder of the Centre for Knowledge Equity, Immy Kaur – co-founder of CIVIC SQUARE, Ruth Ibegbuna – founder of RECLAIM, The Roots Programme and Rekindle, Amahra Spence – cofounder of Yard, and Whitney Iles – founder of Project 507, among many others.

To the social sector’s detriment, these voices are often missing at the highest levels of governance in this field. Their absence in such positions means that we are left with a hierarchy that, institutionally, replicates government power dynamics and appears less interested in a pluralistic society. Professor Leslie Lenkowsky once emphasised the importance of philanthropy to minority groups, innovators and those advocating for changes that may be considered unpopular.13 The social sector has enough resources to challenge and transform our society. So, who holds power in this space, who governs it, how it mediates our giving, and how it operates matters to all of us.

While there are some wins in the social sector, too often it operates like a non-waterproof plaster in a swimming pool. It tries to soothe the cut instead of treating the cause of the abrasion. It doesn’t have enough money to resource sufficient waterproof applications, so the efficacy of this treatment will likely be limited. While dishing out plasters, like contributing to food banks, may appear to be doing something worthy, it would be better off investing in the places where the ‘cuts’ initially occur. In the example of food banks, tackling the root causes of food insecurity such as low wages, support for people during challenging circumstances or ill health, tackling job precarity or inadequate benefits. It would also be better to listen to the voices of those most vulnerable to these cuts because they will have greater experience and understanding of the problems and ideas on eradicating them.

* * * * *

When I think of our society at its abundant best, I remember opening the new Black Cultural Archives (BCA) building in Brixton on 24 July 2014. They opened with a private view, a few speeches and a concert in Windrush Square. Felt like a national holiday to me. Never before had I seen so many of my favourite public figures in one place.

The launch featured Linton Kwesi Johnson, a man whose poetry eloquently encapsulated the Black experience in Britain. Orange Prize winner Zadie Smith was there; Time magazine included her debut novel White Teeth (Penguin, 2000) in its list of the 100 Best English-language novels from 1923–2005. Also present at the launch were activist and educator Professor Gus John, the former Director of Education in Hackney and the former coordinator of the Black Parents Movement; and Stella Dadzie – founder member of the Organisation of Women of Asian and African Descent (OWAAD) and co-author of the seminal book The Heart of the Race (Virago, 1985), which won the 1985 Martin Luther King Memorial Prize.

My former boss, Baroness (Doreen) Lawrence of Clarendon, was also present. After the murder of her son, Stephen Lawrence, her tireless campaigning led to the Macpherson Inquiry, which concluded that the Metropolitan Police was institutionally racist. The spectre of the Supplementary School movement* was also present. This movement educated thousands of Black children where the state had failed them through often unlawful school exclusions or low expectations. The poet Benjamin Zephaniah, named one of Britain’s top 50 post-war writers by The Times, attended. I also saw rapper, activist and author Akala, Baroness (Ros) Howells of St Davids, and actor-playwright Kwame Kwei-Armah, the second Black Briton to have a play staged in the West End (Elmina’s Kitchen, 2005).

What I witnessed that day – the people, the culture, the history – was unique because it reflected a broad conception of Black-Britishness, the depth of which is rarely taught in schools or told in the media. Mainstream concepts of Black-Britishness remain scandalously narrow. Beyond music and sport, the media reduces us to slavery and colonialism (presented as a distant memory, a mistake the nation would rather forget), Windrush (a bittersweet part of British history), gangs (problematising Black youth) and October (our ‘reward’). Limited narrative. A claustrophobic feeling if you’re Black. Many marginalised folks in the UK will feel the same way about how they are perceived and represented in society.

The BCA’s opening represented a broad conception of the social sector I had grown up with, even if I had not been aware of the term. The legacies of New Beacon Books and the Race Today Collective were present that day – places where activists distributed books from their living rooms, transformed local activities into systemic change that saved lives, changed laws and created awareness around racial injustice. Like many major social change initiatives, the Stephen Lawrence campaign didn’t have a formal charitable route and likely would not have achieved as much had it had one. But Baroness Lawrence’s campaign changed race relations law.

The labour of those present at the BCA launch enabled a younger me to discover the books not in WH Smith or on the school curriculum – books that spoke to my experience, existence, history, and relevance. Their activism made it harder for employers and landlords to reject me; it enabled me to see faces on television that resembled me; their work held the police to account for trying to kill people like me. We laud the laws that symbolise change yet somehow forget the activism that sat behind them. We praise the politicians who signed key documents but forget that they wouldn’t have made such a change without a demand.

We celebrate the privileged few who may shove social change over the finish line of a relay race, but we forget about those who ran the first three legs. We forget that significant change often goes against public opinion and rarely occurs due to politicians’ goodwill, but mainly because generations of activists have demanded transformation, altered beliefs, and forced governments to act. The law is not the only landmark of change. At its best, the people, the movements and the social sector are the landmarks, often without statues or peerages. And that’s where we should be investing.

This is historic. They challenge orthodoxy. Slavery. Voting rights. Apartheid. All legal at one point. Abolitionists and reformers were enemies of the state (some still are). People could not envision a society where Black people were free(r), where women could vote. Many people featured in this book are improving our public services, speaking truth to power, and cherishing and celebrating ordinary people’s voices. They are imagining and building a world that many of us just cannot conceive. They envision a world where there’s a more even distribution of wealth, where success does not necessarily mean growth, where difference is not something to fear. They envision a world where sharing is more valuable than just winning.

Philanthropy is not just about the wealthy giving money to the ‘needy’. A philanthropist is anyone who gives money, ideas, time, power, services, connections, anything that makes the world a better place. The majority of us are philanthropists. The majority of us are contributing to a better world.

With this book, I am calling on you to embrace a new way of contributing to a better world. I am not calling for you to stop donating to your favourite charities. Philanthropy should be personal, it should be about the heart, and for many, the element of self-interest or instant gratification will always be a factor. This book is not about whether we are generous or not; we are. It is more of a call to rethink the nature of our giving, to question who controls how we give, and to understand how changing the way we contribute can help us have a greater voice in our society.

Giving Back is for anyone who gives, from wealthy donors and foundations to the public. This book is about creating a new culture of giving to alter everyone’s life chances radically. More than anything, it’s about listening to those on the margins. It’s about learning from those achieving change. It’s also about you, your lens, your power, and the things you need to know.

It’s a book with potential solutions to Britain’s and the world’s problems and how we all can contribute to these ideas for change. We need something more than what charities can offer. I don’t think that capital can defeat capitalism. I don’t think that giving is the answer to all our problems. I know that the revolution will not be funded. But I think it could be better resourced.



* To capitalise or not to capitalise, that is the question. I capitalise Black throughout the book to acknowledge its importance as a political term, meaning people who suffer racial discrimination based on the colour of their skin. Black is how I self-identify, the term I remain most comfortable with. But I also appreciate the limitations associated with capitalising Black and the use of this term to define people of African and Caribbean heritage. My use of capitals and this term is not to denigrate other expressions, such as minoritised racial people, people of colour, people minoritised due to race, Global Majority people, etc.

* I have put race in inverted commas, only in the first instance, because it is a social construct. There is no scientific basis for the racial hierarchies created from this construct. As Ta-Nehisi Coates said, ‘race is the child of racism’ (Ta-Nehisi Coates, Between the World and Me, New York: Random House, 2015, p.7). Despite this, race and its father continue to dictate the life and death chances of people of colour across the globe.

* A security guard followed me round a Co-op recently. Big, grown-up-ass forty-seven-year-old me. This was pre-lockdown and I was wearing a hoodie. So, I thought I’d have a little fun and I ended up moving around from aisle to aisle to see if he’d follow me, which he did. It was liberating. I always feel tense entering shops. I never like to stay long, I never bring in items purchased in other shops, I never pick up anything unless I am going to buy it. I avoid doing anything where I might be accused of something. Been accused too often of stealing things. It may have been the first time that I’d had such a comical response. To think, that it has taken me almost forty years to get to a point where I can find humour in this situation. To think that almost forty years on, the same sort of thing that used to happen to me as a primary school kid would still be happening to me as a middle-aged man.

* I am uncomfortable with the word giving, which is why I have, in this first use of the term, put it in inverted commas. For many, giving is commonly viewed through a charitable lens, which often locates problems within the people being helped, not systems and structures. It can also be more about how the person giving feels than the real needs of the people they are supposedly helping which, in turn, can be misguided, condescending and, for recipients of aid, undignified. I explore the functionality of this term later in the book.

* OK, this is where it gets a little complicated. I use the term social sector, in part, because it is the simplest way of describing what may better be known to many as the charitable sector, civil society, third sector or the voluntary sector. None of these terms are as universal as the private or public sectors. But there really is no consensus about what the social sector should be called, which, as I will explore later in the book, is one of its problems, a lack of identity.

* NCVO defines the size of voluntary organisations by the following income bands: less than £10k (micro), between £10k and £100k (small), between £100k and £1m (medium), between £1m and £10m (large), between £10m and £100m (major) and over £100m (super-major). The majority of the 166,000+ charities in the UK are in the micro (47 per cent) and small categories (35 per cent).

* Amrit Wilson’s article in the Guardian in 2019 brilliantly summarises the corporatisation of the charitable sector: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/feb/07/womens-aid-ceo-ukip-katie-ghose.

* Poverty porn ‘is any type of media, be it written, photographed or filmed, which exploits the poor’s condition in order to generate the necessary sympathy for selling newspapers or increasing charitable donations or support for a given cause. Poverty porn is typically associated with black, poverty-stricken Africans, but can be found elsewhere. The subjects are overwhelmingly children, with the material usually characterized by images or descriptions of suffering, malnourished or otherwise helpless persons.’ Collin, Matt (1 July 2009). ‘What is “poverty porn” and why does it matter for development?’

† To put this into some context, the NHS is the largest employer in the UK with close to 1.5 million staff.

* Here is another issue: funding for supplementary schools has been pulled in recent years, according to people I’ve spoken to, through fear that they had become places where young Muslim children were being radicalised. However, there wasn’t much evidence to suggest that this was the case. Supplementary schools, for many communities, have played a huge role in educating young people when mainstream education had failed.
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