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“Bob’s your uncle!”



—An idiom from Great Britain that has long indicated that something is easily accomplished or done; the saying dates to the early twentieth century, when Prime Minister Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, the third Marquess of Salisbury, or “Bob” for short, appointed a handful of his family members to the Conservative government, ensuring that his nephew Arthur became prime minister upon his retirement.
















[image: Kylie Jenner and Timothée Chalamet posing together on a red carpet.]

Finally, a relationship that bridges the divide between East Coast and West Coast nepo babies.




















INTRODUCTION



One could argue that Romance languages are the original nepo babies. It’s from two of those languages—French and Italian—that we get the term nepo baby. Well, not “nepo baby,” exactly. The phrase is shorthand for “an adult child who benefits from nepotism,” though the child or baby in question could be an adult. (Crucially, many adults still act like children). It’s the word “nepotism,” specifically, that goes back to Italian: nepotismo.


Say it aloud. C’mon. Just once—“nepotismo.”





It’s pretty fun. It could be someone’s name. You could call them Tismo for short. In French, the word possesses a little more elegance—classic French!—népotisme. Both the Italian and French origins of the word date back to the seventeenth century. As the pilgrims sailed for Plymouth Rock, the Taj Mahal was erected, and Sir Isaac Newton discovered gravity, the word nepotism made its way into the culture to refer to a trend in the Catholic Church in which a pope would elevate a family member of theirs to cardinal or other high-up positions in the institution. This was such a commonality that these promoted papal nephews had their own name: cardinalis nepos. By the nineteenth century, the word had become synonymous with favoritism, and, two centuries later, a phenomenon in which people retweet photos of celebrities, labeling them “nepo babies.”


To understand this modern fascination with nepotism and the people who may benefit from it, it’s important to go back to the source: Latin. The root of the word nepotism comes from “nepo” or “nepot,” which means “nephew” or “grandson.” All of which is to say: For almost four hundred years, society has been fixated on knowing if someone notable is the nephew of someone else notable.


This book is not merely a list of names, nor is it a set of conspiratorial strings connecting people that are hastily written on notecards and pinned to a bulletin board. Crucial work must be done in understanding how nepotism works, where it comes from, what it is, whether any of these people so boldly accused of obscuring their family-based industry “ins” should just say, “uh, no comment,” when interviewed… the list goes on. To understand nepo babies in all their quirks and connections is to understand [takes hit from the weed pen] “society, man”: how the people we know and are related to can come to define us if we let them. It’s not a vicious indictment of Hollywood or a scathing critique of politics, though it’s not like Hollywood or politics need help being criticized.


After reading this book, you will have a greater understanding of the nepo baby landscape and insight into why we care so much about who someone’s parents are (or aren’t), and how to move through a world designed to benefit those with the sort of connections that can only be made through a phone call or surname of note. Not to be dramatic, but the future of humankind is literally at stake.




[image: Portrait of John Quincy Adams in formal attire holding a book and seated beside a table.]

The first of many nepo baby presidents: John Quincy Adams.
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Know Your ABCs: Always Be Cousins



What Is a Nepo Baby?


These days, we may not know (or really care about) who’s next in line for the papacy, but we know a lot more about whose kid gets roles in the movies. Nepo babies are, frankly, everywhere; it’s a global phenomenon. We’ve had nepo baby actors, sure, but also nepo baby writers, nepo baby scientists, and nepo baby composers. They’re in business, publishing, art, Hollywood, the White House, your first service job where you worked with the owner’s daughter, who never had to clean the bathrooms or work a “clopen.” Don’t know what a clopen is? You might be part of the problem.



















[image: Painting of the Borgia family. A woman wearing a flowing dress is seated while two men are admiring her. Two children are standing in front of her. A person is looking at the family from outside an open window. The family’s pet is sitting at the woman’s feet.]

An early portrait of the Borgias, the first ever family comprised of unpaid interns.

















To know a nepo baby is to understand that not everyone is getting by in the world through hard work and talent alone. The core identifying feature of a nepo baby is… (drumroll, please)…


Familial ties to the industry in which the nepo baby in question works


That’s it! It’s simple. But there are a number of different ways in which this might manifest, including, but not limited to:




	
[image: ] Having familial connections to a popular figure in their field—everyone loves the beaming, graceful child of a disgraced elder statesperson!


	
[image: ] Being successful or “success-coded” (meaning they have the appearance or online presence of a model, actor, or influencer, despite doing none of those things).


	
[image: ] A social media account that screams, “I don’t care!” If their feed has a curated nonchalance and is full of crunchy-looking memes, unflattering photos, and an impossible-to-determine means of income… get suspicious.


	
[image: ] Having a minor tantrum when being asked about their relatives.


	
[image: ] Saying they auditioned for the part/interviewed for the job and that they work hard, maybe even harder, actually, than everyone else!





Nepotism might guarantee a leg up, but it doesn’t guarantee talent, humility, or self-awareness. Those traits come to us either by accident, sheer hard work, or ego death (or by some combination of those three things). Part of the reason why a public fascination with nepo babies has blossomed in the post-2020 years is because there is a tactless tone around the phrase, one that baits the most privileged population in society to admit their privilege. This should be easy for anyone who’s taken at least five minutes to consider where they’ve come from and what they have (or haven’t) been through compared to the rest of the population.


Privilege—even immense privilege—does not necessarily connote nepotism. Simply being rich can grant you a lot of things (expensive breeds of dog, a vacation to Italy that’s not Rome, the ability to go to college without taking out a massive loan), but getting financial assistance from your parents (or grandparents, or your random uncle) does not automatically grant you nepo baby status.
















[image: Painting of Suleiman the Magnificent riding a decorated horse alongside another rider.]

Suleiman the Magnificent ruled the Ottoman Empire like his father, Selim the Grim. Thankfully, nicknames aren’t inherited.







Nepotism might guarantee a leg up, but it doesn’t guarantee talent, humility, or self-awareness.

















That said, there are some types of immense wealth and privilege that trump everything else. The son of an actor and a producer or the daughter of a comedian and a musician could never eclipse, say, the children of a married couple who are each heirs to an NFL team dynasty. More on that later, though.


Nepo Baby vs. Industry Baby: What’s the Difference?


Having lower or mid-level connections to a field through family members might be helpful, but it is not the door left ajar that many might think of it as being. Consider Kristen Stewart, child actor–turned–Twilight protagonist–turned arthouse movie darling, who is the daughter of a stage manager and a script supervisor. Did this allow her to have a childhood within and tangential to her industry of choice? Sure, she’s an industry baby, all right. But most script supervisors’ children do not wind up walking the carpets at the Cannes Film Festival every year. Does the child of a high school principal becoming a teacher themselves warrant a nepotism charge? Unlikely.


Sometimes our childhoods are defined by watching our parents or guardians work the types of jobs we would never want to have. I once saw my father looking over a spreadsheet and it was like having a nightmare. For others, however, we see our parents pouring themselves into careers with passion and eagerness, and that type of enthusiasm for a field can be contagious. I met a woman once whose whole family consisted of dentists; she, however, became a veterinarian, to the horror of her immediate kin.


Following in the footsteps of family is one of those things that just happens sometimes. One thousand years ago, no one would bat an eye if the child of a blacksmith became a blacksmith. If you were the child of, say, a pope—any pope, let’s make one up and call him Pope Alexander VI, aka Rodrigo Borgia—and all your relatives also had the last name Borgia and you all had politically advantageous marriages across Europe to increase the power of your family name… well, maybe there’d be something to talk about.


Admittedly, the industry aspect of nepotism gets fuzzy. We think of nepotism as being fame-based, but there are lots of nepo babies who are the children of big-shot producers and studio heads with names we’ve never heard of that wield vast amounts of power across industries. They aren’t even in the movies! Some of them aren’t even hot!
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