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Not Every “Better Angel” is an Angel 

 The connotation of a nonprofit organization is that they are a societal “good,” or that they 

bring some sort of service to the community that was not previously present. While this is 

usually the case, there are certain types of organizations that fall under the tax-exempt category 

of 501(c)(3) that I have come to question since interning at a nonprofit. In this analysis, I am not 

advocating for the complete halting of funding to nonprofits, or saying that I am completely 

against nonprofits. However, from my time as an intern at The Better Angels Society, I have 

learned that a few are used merely as tax breaks for the extremely wealthy.   

 First and foremost, I believe in the mission of The Better Angels Society, which is “to 

complete funding for the documentary films currently in production, as well as the educational 

engagement tools that accompany each film.  In addition, we are funding specific projects that 

fulfill a larger mission, such as film restoration, supporting a new generation of documentary 

filmmakers and lifelong learning events.”1 In fulfilling this mission, The Better Angels work 

with filmmaker Ken Burns and his contemporaries at Florentine Films, WETA, and PBS to 

create historical content that can be used for public use in the education system, as well as for 

viewership on PBS and beyond. In my years in the public school system in the northern Chicago 

suburbs, I have had first-hand experience working with the results of this mission, as my history 

teachers frequently referenced Ken Burns, and his documentaries were used in classes of 

multiple disciplines.  

																																																								
1 “Join Us,” The Better Angels Society, accessed August 31, 2017.  http://www.thebetterangelssociety.org/join/#join-slider 
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My role as an intern was to act as a project coordinator for outreach in order to establish a 

national audience for a panel event that was taking place at the Wilson Center in Washington DC 

in preparation for the upcoming release of the new documentary mini-series, The Vietnam War. 

During my two months at The Better Angels Society, I drafted numerous emails, attended 

meetings with other nonprofit organizations, and cold-called numerous academic institutions to 

promote the live-stream of this event. My time in the office with the Executive Director of The 

Better Angels also gave me an inside view of how a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization operates.  

 The secret to the magic is money. Like most other organizations, these movies cannot be 

made without large sums of money, and Ken Burns and The Better Angels have clever ways of 

acquiring it. 501(c)(3) organizations, like The Better Angels Society, are appealing to the 

wealthy whom would be forced to pay a large percentage of income tax. The rich then pay to 

groups with the tax-exempt status. In general, there are two forms of groups: private foundations 

and charitable organizations. For this purpose, it is not important to go into specifics. A 

foundation usually has the focus of distributing grants to public charities of their choosing2 and 

charitable organizations take these grants and other donations to provide a service, such as with 

health, religion, or arts and education.3 Both types of nonprofits that are 501(c)(3) are “exempt 

from taxes and eligible to receive charitable contributions from individuals and organizations” 

and in order to maintain this eligibility, “they must operate exclusively for common good 

purposes and serve public interests.”4 For the ultra-wealthy, these organizations are a perfect 

opportunity to alter their tax rates, while creating the public image of acting in a charitable 

																																																								
2 Grantspace. "Knowledge Base ." GrantSpace. Accessed August 31, 2017. http://grantspace.org/tools/knowledge-base/Funding-
Resources/Foundations/what-is-a-foundation. 
3 "What is a "Nonprofit"?" National Council of Nonprofits. December 24, 2016. Accessed August 31, 2017. 
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/what-is-a-nonprofit. 
4 Mathews, Melissa A. 2016. "Ethics and Stewardship in Nonprofit Organizational Leadership." National Social Science Journal 
46, no. 2: 61. Supplemental Index, EBSCOhost (accessed August 31, 2017). 
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fashion. Both individual private donors and family foundations fund The Better Angel Society; a 

few donors who have gifted more than one million dollars include Warren Buffett and David 

Rubenstein of The Carlyle Group, with many others among them.5 Led by Amy Margerum Berg 

as President and Chief Philanthropic Officer, The Better Angels Society uses personal 

connections (as employees are also either related to, or are donors themselves) and the to 

continue fundraising efforts.  

 Other organizations can hold more controversial mission statements and still be classified 

as a tax exempt 501(c)(3) organization. Many of the donors from The Better Angels Society fund 

other nonprofits as well. In a study by Zlatev and Miller, they sought to confirm Holmes’s 2002 

study, showing that “people give more to charity when offered an item in exchange for their 

donation than when no quid pro quo is involved.”6 They frame this as “tainted altruism,” in that 

individuals are still providing charitable contributions with the rational expectation of a benefit 

in return. In their own study, they had individuals choose to obtain an item, such as a can of nuts, 

either with a “buy” mentality, where they paid for the nuts and the money went to charity, or 

with a “donate” mentality, in which the individual donated money and received a can of nuts as a 

gift. They found that “while both framings allowed people to enjoy receiving the item, the Buy 

Frame gave people the additional benefit of allowing them to receive a warm glow for helping 

the charity.”7 Although it does not seem as though a large donor donating to a nonprofit 

organization is making a purchase, the U.S. government’s tax laws incentivize these types of 

altruistic behaviors, which some wealthy individuals decide use as a method to purchase 

																																																								
5 “Better Angels” ,” The Better Angels Society, accessed August 31, 2017. http://www.thebetterangelssociety.org/donors-
society#donors-page 
6 Zlatev, Julian J., and Dale T. Miller. 2016. "Selfishly benevolent or benevolently selfish: When self-interest undermines versus 
promotes prosocial behavior." Organizational Behavior And Human Decision Processes 137, 113. ScienceDirect, EBSCOhost 
(accessed August 31, 2017).  
7 Ibid, 117.  
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influence among academics and politicians. This was made possible with the creation of the War 

Revenue Act of 1917; taxpayers who donated to 501(c)(3) organizations are granted deductions 

from their income tax.8 If income instead is collected for tax purposes, its use is determined by 

the federal and state budgets. By donating to a charitable organization of one’s choosing, the 

donor is still paying money out to a “public good,” but is mainting their sense of autonomy with 

their finances. This is where a gray area comes into play.  

Ethically, the tax incentives present a Catch-22. Even with organizations who produce a 

clear message to aid in the public good, donors still hold the power to attach stipulations to their 

gifts. For example, The Better Angels Society has a clear mission, yet they are still at the mercy 

of wills of their donors. While I was there, my superiors were working on the Annual Report to 

present at their annual donor meeting. The report was meant to inform the donors with the 

utmost transparency of how much money the organization was working with, and where exactly 

it was going. My superiors were responsible to listening to the concerns of the donors and 

incorporating it into their production plan, much in the same way politicians are supposed to 

adhere to the concerns of their constituents. The difference being that there are far fewer donors 

with a lot more financial capital that can make or break a project. This in turn, presents larger 

amounts of power in fewer amounts of individuals. Depending on the ideology of the donor, 

certain ideas may never be discussed in a Ken Burns production, as they can be deemed too 

controversial or against the interests of the donors. This critique has even been applied to his 

latest project, The Vietnam War, despite its attempt to be as unbiased as possible. Jim Laurie of 

the Huffington Post has critiqued that despite its length of 18-hours, there is very little from the 

																																																								
8 Zwak, Julia D. 2014. "Manageable Solution with Meaningful Results: Illuminating IRS Enforcement of Sec. 501(c)(3)'s 
Prohibition on Political Intervention, A [notes]." Minnesota Law Review no. 1: 384. HeinOnline, EBSCOhost (accessed August 
31, 2017). 
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Vietnamese perspective. He recognizes that it is geared toward a majority, American audience, 

however, he states, “the film makers are reluctant to be too harsh in condemning American 

motives.”9 For an ambitious project, such is The Vietnam War, this is a relatively mild critique. 

By looking at the project from the perspective of the American donors, it makes sense why this 

bias is present. However, this presents the ideological questions facing all nonprofits. When does 

the public good become acting in one’s own self-interest, and how much bias should be included 

from the donors?  

 This question is tackled at length in the book, Dark Money by Jane Mayer. Throughout 

her research, Mayer has analyzed how wealthy families, such as the Kochs of Koch Industries, 

have used their money to fund organizations that align themselves within the 501(c)(3) 

framework, but still create a public discourse that suits the financial investments interests of 

Koch Industries. Mayer illustrates this using the example of think tanks and their reputations in 

the world of academia. 

 

“They introduced doubt into areas of settled academic and scientific scholarship, 

undermined genuinely unbiased experts, and gave politicians a menu of conflicting 

statistics and arguments from which to choose. The benefit was a far more 

pluralistic intellectual climate, beyond liberal orthodoxy. The hazard, however, was 

that partisan shills would create ‘balance’ based on fraudulent research and deceive 

the public about pressing issues in which their sponsors had financial interests.”10  

 

																																																								
9 Laurie, Jim. "Ken Burns' VIETNAM WAR - Limits of 18 hours." The Huffington Post. August 04, 2017. Accessed August 31, 
2017. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/ken-burns-vietnam-war-limits-of-18-hours_us_596e5f26e4b0376db8b65ba2. 
10 Jane Mayer, Dark Money: The Hidden History of the Billionaires Behind the Rise of the Radical Right (New York: First 
Anchor Books Edition, January 2017), 100.  
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In order to maintain their tax-exempt status, organizations that fall under the 501(c)(3) tax code 

are prohibited from participating in any political practices or endorsements (or condemnations) 

of political candidates.11 Think tanks and family organizations are able to manipulate the law and 

go around this rule by listing their organizations as educational. As Mayer mentioned, it is not 

endorsing or discrediting the politician directly, rather think tanks combat the information and 

platform with which politicians will use to appeal to their voting base, thus influencing political 

ideology indirectly without technically influencing politics. While this is only one extreme 

example, Mayer argues throughout Dark Money that there are others who have used these tactics 

to potentially influence lawmakers and elected officials to act in their interests, rather than the 

interests of the public, to the point that they may have influenced the 2016 presidential election.   

Additionally, the 501(c)(3) incentive creates a system that allows itself to go unchecked, 

as by law, organizations are not required to disclose their donor information.12 This, in 

combination with the “buy” mentality of donors, protects the rights of the wealthy to influence 

society without any legal repercussions. The Kochs, in particular, are notorious for operating 

under the “buy” mentality. David Koch, who’s name I heard mentioned more than once in the 

office at The Better Angels Society, has gone on the record saying “If we’re going to give a lot 

of money, we’ll make darn sure they spend it in a way that goes along with our intent…And if 

they make a wrong turn and start doing things we don’t agree with…we withdraw funding.”13 

When this occurs, donations are no longer considered acts of altruism, rather it is legally buying 

																																																								
11 Zwak, Julia D. 2014. "Manageable Solution with Meaningful Results: Illuminating IRS Enforcement of Sec. 501(c)(3)'s 
Prohibition on Political Intervention, A [notes]." Minnesota Law Review no. 1: 384. HeinOnline, EBSCOhost (accessed August 
31, 2017). 

12 Chance, Alek . "Think Tanks and Tax Status: A note on the 501(c)3 and 501(c)4 Tax Categories." On Think Tanks . June 16, 
2016. Accessed August 31, 2017. https://onthinktanks.org/articles/think-tanks-and-tax-status-a-note-on-the-501c3-and-501c4-
tax-categories/. 
13 Jane Mayer, Dark Money: The Hidden History of the Billionaires Behind the Rise of the Radical Right (New York: First 
Anchor Books Edition, January 2017), 180.  
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influence. Since this is the case, there is almost no possible way for information and scholarly 

research to remain unbiased and additional action is required from academics and students in 

order to properly formulate opinions based on this information.  

While I believe that the tax code regarding nonprofit organizations should be revised, I 

do not think that every nonprofit is a front for the self-interest of the 1% with the goal to take 

advantage of the proletariat and the poor. My time The Better Angels Society has restored my 

faith in charitable organizations and the desire to maintain an active public discourse regarding 

the humanities. However, I have also come to realize that bias is everywhere and it is important 

to question everything, regardless of intent.  


