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Whether or not it is true, as the Bible tells us, that it is better to give than to receive, it has long been understood to be harder.  “Giving away money is easy,” wrote Aristotle in the Nichomachean Ethics, but he added that “deciding whom to give it, how much, when and how, is not.”  The medieval Jewish philosopher, Moses Maimonides, and many other commentators have subsequently echoed this thought.  


So too, not unimportantly, have many philanthropists.  Andrew Carnegie, the Scots-born industrialist who was one of the earliest and most influential donors in the United States, opined that 950 of every 1000 dollars going to charity in the latter part of the 19th century were wasted.  John D. Rockefeller, the oil man who created what is widely regarded as the model for the modern grant-making foundation in the first decade of the twentieth century, devoted a chapter in his memoirs to explaining “the difficult art of giving.”  The third, and least known of the founding trinity of American philanthropy, Julius Rosenwald, the marketing genius behind the Sears Roebuck mail-order company, was so wary about the potential of giving to do good that he urged his fellow tycoons to avoid “perpetuities,” i.e., to limit the lifetimes of their foundations to a generation after their deaths so that their money would be spent only by those who could be expected to honor their wishes.  Although it has not been widely noted, the most prominent philanthropists in the world today, Bill and Melinda Gates, have taken this advice and set out instructions that would result in closing their foundation’s doors within fifty years of their demises.



Even so, for all its difficulty, there’s little doubt philanthropy has been growing and is likely to continue to do so.  In the United States, giving increased 4.2 percent from 2005 to 2006 to $295.02 billion, according to Giving USA, the authoritative guide to American philanthropy, over twice as much as it was a decade earlier.  (If one subtracted the $7.4 billion Americans gave for disaster relief in 2005, the growth-rate would have been 6.6 percent.)  Eighty percent of this came from individual donors, as either annual gifts or bequests; foundations donated $36.5 billion and business corporations nearly $12.7 billion.  These figures are probably underestimates, since they do not include corporate sponsorships and volunteering time, among other sorts of charitable support.


Moreover, giving is growing not just in the United States.  In Australia, for example, where I spent several weeks this summer at Swinburne University’s Asia-Pacific Centre for Philanthropy and Social Investment, philanthropy has also been increasing rapidly.  Giving Australia, an official study whose existence is itself indicative of the country’s interest in philanthropy, estimated that AU$11 billion were donated in 2005, exclusive of contributions to assist victims of the tsunami, an 88 percent increase since 1997.  As in the United States, individual gifts led the way, with seven out of eight Australians making one.  Two-thirds of Australia’s corporations also gave something – in cash or in kind.  Forty-one percent of Australia’s population volunteered in the year ending January 2005, a larger share than did so during the same period in the United States, where being a “nation of joiners” is part of our identity.


To be sure, at 0.68%, philanthropy is still a much smaller proportion of Australia’s Gross Domestic Product than it is in the United States, where the comparable figure is 2.2%.  However, this is larger than Canada’s share and on a par with that of the United Kingdom; it also omits the value of the time donated by Australia’s volunteers (on average, over two hours per week).  In addition the potential for further growth of Australian philanthropy seems considerable, not just because of the wealth generated by its prosperous economy, but also because of a growing realization among policy-makers of the desirability of offering incentives for increased giving.  Since the invention of tax-advantaged “Prescribed Private Funds” in 2001, which enable donors to receive deductions for setting up trusts during their lifetimes (rather than just through bequests), several hundred have been established, each operating similarly to American-style foundations.
 The United States has also been experiencing a foundation boom.  Extraordinary as the size of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is, with an annual payout of approximately $3 billion per year, such big philanthropy is no longer as rare as it once was.  For many years, the Ford Foundation was far and away the largest grant-maker in the United States and often the only one with more than a billion dollars in wealth.  (“The fat boy in the canoe,” Dean Rusk used to call it when he was president of the Rockefeller Foundation in the 1950s.)   But today, having a billion dollars in assets would not even leave a foundation among the top fifty grant-makers.  Ford alone is now worth more than $10 billion, with several others within a good year’s investment returns of joining it.

Along with his donation to the Gates Foundation, Warren Buffett gave each of his children billion-dollar gifts for their own foundations.  The press generally characterized these as “small,” which they were in relation to what Gates was promised.   But less than a generation earlier, such a sum would have made a foundation one of the largest and most important in the United States. 
Though not on Buffett’s scale, more people are starting or contributing to foundations as well.  Between 1992 and 2005, the number of grant-making organizations in the United States more than doubled, from 33,000 to 71,000.  (This figure does not include donor-advised funds established at for-profit companies, such as Fidelity.)  While most philanthropy still comes in the form of donations from individuals, giving by foundations grew at a more rapid pace than total contributions.  According to Giving USA, 12.4 percent of the nearly three hundred billion dollars Americans gave to charity in 2006 came from foundations, an all-time high share.

Not only has the number of foundations been increasing, but so too has the frequency of extra-large direct gifts to nonprofit organizations.  During 2006 alone, at least nineteen groups (besides the Gates and Buffett foundations) received pledges of $100 million or more, including $200 million from Joan Palevsky to the California Community Foundation, $150 million from Stanley W. Anderson to the Presbyterian Church of the USA, and $100 million from Mortimer B. Zuckerman to the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center.  Before the mid-1990s, it was unusual to see more than a handful of such gifts each year, if that many.

Much of American philanthropy, in fact, now rests on the generosity of the very wealthy.  Nine out of ten families in the top fifth of the income distribution contribute to charity each year, writes Arthur Brooks in his recent book, Who Really Cares, compared to six in ten from the bottom fifth.  While less well-off donors give a larger share of their incomes to charity, approximately two-thirds of all giving, experts estimate, comes today from the most affluent three percent of American households.  

Why this is the case is no mystery.  The high-tech boom of the 1990s not only created sizable new fortunes, but also enabled established ones to grow rapidly.  Despite the prominence of names such as Gates, Dell, Hewlett and Packard on the list, most of the fifty largest foundations in the United States are legacies of the manufacturing era.  As they became richer, even if they were no more generous than they always were, those that had wealth at the beginning of the boom would have wound up giving substantially more to charity by its end. 

  However, the 1990s also produced lots of people who were apt to be more generous than the wealthy in general.  According to a survey of “high net worth” households done by Indiana University’s Center on Philanthropy for the Bank of America, “entrepreneurs,” who earned at least half their fortunes by starting businesses, gave twice as much, on average, as rich people who inherited at least half of theirs.   Those who grow wealthy from increased savings, higher returns on investments, or rising real estate values are also less magnanimous than those who began companies.  Since “high net worth” households give about fifty times more than the typical American household, to the extent their numbers increased during the 1990s and especially to the degree entrepreneurs flourished, philanthropy benefitted.

By the most widely accepted prediction, this “giving boom” by the wealthy has not yet run its course.  According to calculations by Boston College’s Paul G. Schervish and John J. Haven, the aging Baby Boom generation has accumulated trillions of dollars in assets.  As they make plans about what to do with this wealth, a large share is likely to wind up going to charities over the next decades, either as bequests or through gifts from children and other heirs.  If the intentions stated by the “high net worth” households surveyed by the Center on Philanthropy are to be believed,  even completely eliminating the estate tax, the burden of which can be reduced by making charitable contributions, will not change this.  

To be sure, lots of Americans of modest means still contribute great amounts to charities of all sorts.  Heart-warming stories of washer women or factory workers who lived their lives frugally, saved their money, and made large gifts for scholarships to enable others to have the opportunities they missed abound, proving that one does not have to be rich to be philanthropic.  People with more time than money at their disposal, such as teenagers and retirees, have also been volunteering more than they used to.  Even that indefatigable weathervane of public tastes, Bill Clinton, has spotted the trend and recently produced a hot-selling new book, Giving: How Each of Us Can Change the World, which celebrates the ways Americans and others are acting philanthropically.
But if gifts of money and time are not likely to be in short supply any time soon, there remains the question – in the United States as well as elsewhere – of how to spend these resources well.  Indeed, as the amount available for giving grows, the expectations for it have a way of rising too.  A year ago, during the press frenzy over Warren Buffett’s donation to the Gates Foundation, a columnist for The Los Angeles Times asked me, in utter seriousness, how, with so much philanthropy directed toward them, could any social problems remain?   Ironically, among the sources for such notions are more than a few donors, such as Bill Gates himself, who has famously claimed that with enough money, the twenty deadliest diseases in the world could be eradicated.  Furthermore, in an era that has become skeptical about the ability of government to do much good, private giving and volunteering carry a heavier burden of hope than they used to.  We may be suspicious of the motives of wealthy donors and corporations, or regard volunteers as well-intentioned amateurs, but we are increasingly looking to their efforts to address successfully some of our most stubborn problems, to “change the world,” as former President Clinton puts it.

How can philanthropy live up to these heightened expectations?  To do justice to that topic would require a book, not a paper.    But because this meeting is occurring at one of the country’s finest liberal arts colleges, my focus will be on how higher education can help, an issue with which we at the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University have had more than a little experience.

This is, in fact, our twentieth anniversary year, which we will mark with a major convocation in November.  When we were founded, American universities had had a long relationship with philanthropy, mostly as grant-seekers.   (Gifts to education – especially higher education – make up a sizable share of all donations.)   At the beginning of the 20th century, there were “schools of philanthropy,” but these eventually became schools of social work.  Scholars at Harvard, Yale, Chicago, Wisconsin and other universities studied charitable giving and nonprofit organizations, but except for some short-lived programs, they mostly worked in traditional academic departments.


The Center on Philanthropy was created in 1987 in the aftermath of a tumultuous period for giving in the United States.  A tax law at the end of the 1960s imposed a variety of regulations on philanthropy, such that by the close the 1970s, no less a figure than John D. Rockefeller III was referring to the nonprofit world as “an endangered sector.”  (Partly because of these rules and partly because of the economic “stagflation” of the period, the real value of foundation assets actually declined during the decade.)  Ronald Reagan’s election as president in 1980 seemed to bring additional challenges.  His administration was widely perceived as seeking to reduce government social welfare spending  while at the same time, calling upon philanthropy to “pick up the slack” (as one presidential advisor reportedly put it).  Yet, with the problems besetting foundations and other vehicles for charitable giving during the 1970’s and cuts in income tax rates that lowered the financial incentive to contribute for many households, the prospects for a new burst of what were called “private sector initiatives” to replace public sector ones looked remote, at the very least.


The establishment of the Center on Philanthropy grew out of a series of efforts to respond to these developments.  Through its research committee, a newly formed “peak association,” Independent Sector, sought to improve public understanding of the nonprofit sector, including grant-making as well as the management of charities.  Faced with increased demands from their clients, fund-raisers looked to augment their skills and professional standing.  Donors – especially large foundations such as the Lilly Endowment, Atlantic Philanthropies, and the W.K. Kellogg Foundation – saw in philanthropy a new field of study, with the potential to make their grant-making more effective and develop more knowledgeable practitioners.  In answer to the widespread (if not necessarily accurate) image of the 1980s as a “decade of greed,” university faculty and administrators searched for ways of encouraging their students toward public service.


Under the leadership of former Exxon Education Foundation president, Robert L. Payton, these strands converged and eventually became the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University.  We offer two master’s degrees -- a Masters of Public Affairs with a concentration in nonprofit management and a Masters of Arts in Philanthropic Studies – as well as a Doctor of Philosophy degree in Philanthropic Studies, the only one of its kind in the United States and likely, the world.  Approximately one hundred students enroll each year.  We conduct a variety of professional education programs as well, taught both in Indiana and at sites around the world, which enable people working in nonprofits and grant-making to obtain certificates in fund-raising and management.  

The seventy or so faculty members affiliated with the Center conduct research on a wide range of topics, including tracking the giving and volunteering habits of Americans in order to better understand what affects philanthropy during their lifetimes and preparing the aforementioned Giving USA.  Throughout the year, the Center’s associates also participate in a wide variety of informal and formal consultations, such as an annual “summit” on philanthropy, which was devoted last month to examining how grant-makers can better assess the impact of what they do, with participation from philanthropies, the nonprofit sector, business and government.  Not least importantly, we work closely with our university’s undergraduate programs to foster ways by which students can volunteer and intern with local charities, sometimes earning college credit for their efforts.

Although ours is the longest-standing and probably the most extensive, over 250 colleges and universities in the United States now offer programs of one sort or another on philanthropy and nonprofit management.   In less than two decades, they have become an important part of the “infrastructure” of American philanthropy and a well-accepted subject of study in higher education (complete with its own scholarly journals and conferences).  The re-emergence of “schools of philanthropy” – an idea favored by our current director, Eugene Tempel -- is even a possibility.

Yet, to what extent have these programs helped make the difficult art of giving less difficult?  Citing the dozens of scandals that have beset American philanthropy and nonprofit organizations in the past few years, as well as a continuing series of Congressional inquiries, a cynic might conclude they have had the opposite effect, but that would be too facile a judgment.   Most of us learned long ago that knowledge and virtue do not always go together and adding politics to the mix only further muddies the waters.


A more important problem, well-known to dwellers in the groves of academe, is the seemingly unquenchable appetite of scholars in every discipline for developing a discourse in their fields that is impenetrable, even to experienced practitioners, and often aspires to political correctness.   Even though it is young, philanthropic studies has not been immune to this syndrome; one recent book on “effective philanthropy,” for example, entailed an effort to apply the insights of multi-cultural analytics – what the authors called “deep diversity” -- to grant-making, to little useful effect.   But unless they acquire influential patrons, such flights into obscurity are easily ignored and readily forgotten.


 Where philanthropic studies have made a valuable difference, however, is in four areas:  research, training, innovation, and engagement.  While institutions besides the university have also made contributions, higher education – both through organizations such as the Center on Philanthropy and independent scholars -- has provided real help in these areas to givers trying to answer the questions Aristotle put to them some two millennia ago.


The role of research is, perhaps, the most obvious.  In the United States, and increasingly in other countries, we now know more about who gives, why they give, how they give, and what their giving accomplishes than ever before.  Much of what we have learned is unexpected.  Thus, for example, a recent Center on Philanthropy study showed that two-thirds of American foundations support the operating costs of nonprofits, or what we now like to call “capacity-building,” not just particular projects.   These kinds of grants, many believe, are crucial to organizational success.   And the fact that so much philanthropy comes from smaller donors, not, as is commonly believed, the rich and famous, should be reassuring in response to those – including a recent biographer of Andrew Carnegie – who see giving as a way by which the priorities of the wealthy come to dominate the lives of the rest of us.
While evaluating grant-making is always challenging, the growth of philanthropic studies at universities and elsewhere has made it more feasible to test good intentions against their consequences.  Last year, at the same time Bill Gates was being lionized for his generosity, Business Week magazine ran a cover story, drawing largely on the research of two professors (including the Manhattan Institute’s Jay Greene), which assessed the results of his foundation’s school reform efforts – its signature program in the United States -- as mediocre at best.  The Gates Foundation, which has a strong commitment to evaluation, is widely believed to be rethinking its strategy as a result.

Not all research need be quantitative.  Under the direction of Howard Husock, Harvard University’s Hauser Center for Nonprofit Organizations has produced a valuable series of case studies, showing how business and philanthropy can work with local organizations to improve communities.  Peter Frumkin, at the University of Texas, Austin, has drawn on seminars and interviews with a large number of donors to produce a guidebook to “strategic giving.”   Not least importantly, an independent writer, John J. Miller, has written an account that is as splendid as it is rare of how a conservative grant-maker, the John M. Olin Foundation, “changed America,” thereby demonstrating that philanthropy can be effective without being politically liberal.
 The practical value of such information depends, of course, upon the willingness of donors to utilize it and that is where higher education’s training programs have played a role.  Alumni of the Center on Philanthropy are now working in a wide range of nonprofit and philanthropic organizations, including multi-billion dollar foundations such as the Annie E. Casey and McCormick Tribune Foundations; at least three now head grant-making bodies, including one who directs the largest corporate philanthropy in Turkey.  Through collaborations with groups that serve donors, such as the Council on Foundations and the National Center for Family Philanthropy, the Center has also been able to provide instruction to the staffs and trustees of many more grant-makers.  Not least importantly, as development officers and in other roles, many alumni work closely with givers to help them achieve their philanthropic goals, including Jen Danic, a Hillsdale graduate, who is now enlisting donors in Indiana, Michigan and elsewhere to support charter schools.

What these graduates bring to their jobs that is new is not just an understanding of the growing body of research on philanthropy, but also, and perhaps more importantly, knowledge of its history, its ethical dilemmas, the laws and policies under which it operates, its place in contemporary societies, and its utility (or lack thereof) for addressing particular kinds of problems.  We would never allow someone – other than, of course, a politician – to have the power to make decisions affecting the rest of us without at least some assurance the person had a rudimentary understanding of what he or she was doing.  Yet, historically, many have become responsible for grant-making with only scant appreciation of the nature of philanthropy and the nonprofit sector and, in effect, are expected to learn “the giveaway business” (as one of my old bosses used to put it) on the job.  

As too many of the applicants painfully found out, that was true for me when I began work for a foundation in the 1970s.  It was also the case for the senior staff of the agency I headed in the Bush administration, which was a major supporter of volunteering in the United States.  Yet, none my colleagues knew even such simple facts as the name of the great philanthropist whose gifts created the University of Chicago.  (Answer:  John D. Rockefeller.)

To be sure, there’s a case to be made that in philanthropy, a good heart is at least as important as a good brain.  Mother Teresa was one of the greatest donors of our time, but she had no formal training in grant-making to my knowledge (though, as a nun, she was accomplished in other disciplines).   Nor would it be desirable to create a mandarin class of “philanthropoids” (as the literary critic Dwight MacDonald once called them), claiming superior expertise in giving away money and deaf to those they are supposedly trying to help.  Part of the excitement of philanthropy also lies in seeing whether or not those who have been extraordinarily creative in making their fortunes – Bill Gates, for example -- can do as well giving them away.   Even if they could be persuaded to sit through them, training programs for such people or their closest associates run the risk of curtailing the kind of spontaneity that is often required for truly innovative work.  In any case, exactly what kind of knowledge best equips one to be a philanthropist is still an open question.
Yet, without denying that experience is a good teacher, the history of philanthropy is replete with donors who have wisely used professional assistance to improve their grant-making.  When John D. Rockefeller created his foundation, his critics – of whom there were many at the time – immediately denounced it, arguing it was just another scheme by which the oil tycoon sought to exert influence.  But Rockefeller sensibly turned to a former Baptist minister – ironically named Frederick Gates – to advise him.  In short order, and despite the fact the Rockefeller himself was a devotee of more traditional forms of treatment, the foundation invested in putting American medicine on a scientific footing, with results that still benefit all of us.  Doubts about the motives of Rockefeller’s philanthropy subsided as well.

On the other hand, the growing number of “after-action” reports on relief efforts following recent disasters, such as the Indian Ocean tsunami and Hurricane Katrina in the United States, emphasize how much donors would have benefited from better advice.  Throughout the world, people opened their purses and wallets widely.  (The Center on Philanthropy, which keeps track of private giving for disaster assistance, estimates Americans have donated over $3.1 billion to help victims of the tsunami and nearly $5.3 billion to aid those in Hurricane Katrina’s path.)   But according to the Fritz Institute, much of this money was earmarked for direct assistance to those affected by the disasters; relatively little was made available for communications equipment, tracking software and similar measures, which givers regarded as having a lower priority.  Despite all the money at their disposal, the lack of adequate support for such logistics has hamstrung relief organizations involved in providing help effectively, a fact which well-advised donors might have recognized.   
This experience points to the third way in which universities can help philanthropy:  through developing new approaches.  Shortly after Hurricane Katrina, a columnist for The New York Times wrote whimsically that perhaps we would have done better entrusting the relief operation to WEMA – the Wal-Mart Emergency Management Agency – rather than the constellation of public and nonprofit organizations that proved ill-suited to the daunting tasks they faced, since like many of our most successful companies, Wal-Mart was built around the mastery of logistics.  More than he may have known, the writer was touching on an issue that is perhaps the most heatedly discussed today, both at universities and among philanthropists:  the blurring of the lines between businesses, nonprofit organizations, and government. Whether called “social enterprise,” “social entrepreneurship,” or even “commercialization,” this development bids fair to reshape the nature of philanthropy in the future, in ways that are encouraging to some, and deeply worrisome to others.

Behind what has been occurring are the increasing involvement of businesses in areas that once were the preserve of charities and government agencies, the increasing use by the public sector of the tools of the private sector, and the increasing number of collaborations among all three sectors, often fostered by philanthropists.  For some observers, this is a healthy, if not exciting trend, since it offers the prospect of combining corporate efficiency and effectiveness with public concerns.   For others, however, it raises the specter of abandoning the humanitarian goals of the philanthropic world for the mercantile values of business.  


Despite their current troubles, one of the most important roles colleges and universities have played throughout history is to be laboratories for new ideas, to measure them against the wisdom of the past, refine them, and let them loose upon the world to meet the test of experience.  Philanthropy, no less than the sciences or the arts, can benefit from such treatment.  Indeed, a number of the most prestigious business schools in the United States have already set up “social entrepreneurship” programs, often in close proximity to (or even as part of) established centers for studying and teaching about philanthropy.   Concepts such as “corporate social responsibility” are being analyzed in new ways, moving toward versions which seek to integrate a company’s social and environmental goals with its business objectives, a strategic approach that, in a backhanded way, vindicates Milton Friedman, who wrote a much-criticized New York Times article in 1970, arguing that companies had no justification for pursuing philanthropic goals unless they also advanced business interests.  
Programs to develop or identify exemplary “social enterprises” have been founded.  Some grant-makers – Pierre Omidyar of Ebay and the founders of Google may be the most prominent – are even abandoning the idea of giving money exclusively to nonprofit organizations and looking at investing in socially-oriented for-profits as ways of achieving their philanthropic objectives.  And much of Bill Clinton’s new book is devoted not to traditional forms of giving, but rather to ways of affecting markets to produce more “public goods,” such as lower-priced treatments for AIDS.

Not all of these efforts will be successful, of course.  But insofar as they embody new approaches to philanthropy, they are worth exploring.  Most of today’s large foundations operate in a style Carnegie, Rockefeller and Rosenwald would have recognized.  But just as today’s steel, oil, and mail order companies work much differently from – and arguably, better than -- those in the past, so too can philanthropy.   By virtue of their independence and (one would hope) their openness, universities can assist in thinking through these new ways.
Colleges and universities can also help their students become philanthropists.  Especially in the wake of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, growing numbers apparently want to do so.  At Indiana University’s public policy school, for example, the second or third largest group of graduate students (depending on the year) intends to seek jobs not in government, but in the nonprofit sector.  At the business school, one-third of the entering class is thought to want to work in a “social-purpose” enterprise upon graduation.   Ask a typical young American, in fact, what’s the best way to make a difference in one’s society and he or she will probably say by volunteering for a community group.


All of this would be a bit surprising to anyone who remembers that about a decade and a half ago, a Harvard political scientist named Robert Putnam published an article and then a book bemoaning the drop-off in memberships in voluntary groups among Americans born after the Second World War.   He could not quite explain why this was occurring.  (That all-purpose villain, television-watching, took the principal blame.)  But he did know that the consequences were likely to be harmful, affecting not only personal health and well-being, but also the health of American democracy.


Today, the picture, especially among young people, is very different and higher education deserves a lot of the credit.  Motivated by the desire to improve their chances of getting into the best schools, over 90 percent of college-bound high school seniors report doing volunteer work.  At those schools, upwards of 50 percent of the students participate in one or another kind of civic activity, sometimes in return for financial assistance to meet tuition costs.  After graduating, growing numbers are participating in organizations set up to encourage young professionals to use the skills they learned at school for the benefit of local charities.  Indeed, so successful have such programs been that Putnam and a group of associates have recently expressed concern that a civic divide is emerging between college and university graduates, who participate extensively in community programs, and their less educated peers, who do not, and therefore are less visible in American society. 


That may be so (though it is always worth remembering that American civic life has many doors), but the emergence of such a divide does not diminish the importance of higher education’s efforts to engage students in philanthropy.  For the giving of time not only is valuable in itself, but frequently translates into the giving of money as well.  Moreover, being philanthropic is like any other habit: it lasts longest when it is acquired young.  More than their peers, perhaps, college and university students have many other ways to spend their time, not all of which may be in their or society’s best interests.  Higher education’s recognition that encouraging civic engagement – and the character-building it fosters -- is as appropriate as more traditional types of instruction are.
Ultimately, education in philanthropy is a form of moral education, as Adam Smith well understood.  For Smith and other 18th century intellectuals, the (literally) cataclysmic event of their times was the Lisbon earthquake of 1755.  To Voltaire, it proved that God did not exist.  But to Smith, it showed that people can develop and respond to a sense of sympathy.


In The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith considers the question of why anyone might be moved by the suffering of others far away.  A “humane” person, he wrote, might regret what happened and express sorrow, but then go back to behaving normally.  If he were narrowly self-interested, he would be more likely to lose sleep over an injury to his little finger than the death of millions whom he did not know.


Yet, Smith also recognized that this was not how people really acted.  Notwithstanding our selfish feelings, we can behave generously on occasion, sacrificing our own well-being to assist others.  Smith attributed this to a force even more powerful than self-interest:  the desire to think of ourselves as “honourable and noble.”  “When the happiness or misery of others depends in any respect upon our conduct,” he wrote, “we dare not, as self-love might suggest to us prefer the interest of one to that of many.”  Or else, we invite contempt not only from others, but even more importantly, from ourselves, if we have any moral sense at all.


Although Bill Gates claims to have done so, few philanthropists, alas, have probably read Adam Smith.  Yet few can hope to give their money away well without having wrestled with the moral and intellectual challenges of doing so.  


Smith’s analysis helps explain why so many find philanthropy so attractive.  Giving is not only easy, but rewarding in a way that is especially meaningful to us, allowing us to see ourselves in a better light.  


But giving well is more difficult, a challenge not only to our judgment, but to our self-regard.  And while the capacity to do so can be cultivated in a variety of ways, including through religion or personal experience, the fact that the best of our colleges and universities are now devoting serious attention to it is a hopeful sign for improving the growing amount of philanthropy we are sure to witness in the future.

* Portions of this paper were delivered as the Helene Waislitz Lecture for 2007 at the Asia-Pacific Centre for Philanthropy and Social Investment, Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia.
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