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"%e Ungodly 'Bright: Should %ey 'Lead Philanthropy
into the 'Future"

Taking his bearings from Warren Buffet's decision (summer 2006) to bequeath
his billions to the "ungodly bright" leaders of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foun-
dation, William A. Schambra, director of The Bradley Center for Philanthropy
and Civic Renewal, raises a general question about the form of grantmaking
leadership that this bequest represents: Are the purposes of philanthropy best
served if it looks to the few, ungodly bright among us-especially those with sci-
entific and technical expertise-to identify and solve our most fundamentalproblems? 

Using the example of eugenic approaches to the "root causes" of hu-
man troubles, Schambra warns of the dangers of a top-down, expert-driven phi-
lanthropy. Echoing Tocqueville's view of what makes American civil society
strong, Schambra calls for a new approach to philanthropy-"civic renewalphilanthropy"-that 

would directly address the immediate needs of suffering hu-
manity, rely more on the leadership and engagement of ordinary individuals,
and promote public-spirited citizens. Can this "Tocquevillean" approach to phi-
lanthropy work today? Who is better situated to address today's social problems,
the expert elite or everyday citizens? How can the enormously wealthy-and the

ungodly bright-best satisfy their desire to "make a difference"?

~
When Warren Buffett announced his multi-billion-dollar bequest to the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation in the summer of2006, he explained his gener-
ous if unconventional act of charity by claiming that" if your goal is to return
the money to society by attacking truly major problems that don't have a com-
mensurate funding base-what could you find that's better than turning to a
couple of people who are young, who are ungodly bright. ..."

American philanthropy's romance with the "ungodly bright" has a long,
ifnot always noble, pedigree. After all, the first large foundations-Carnegie,
Rockefeller, Russell Sage-were established during, and fully reflected the
predilections of, America's progressive era at the beginning of the twentieth
century. The progressives were persuaded that, just as disease was rapidly be-
ing conquered by modern science and medicine, so "social pathogens"-the
ultimate source of our social ills-could be tracked down and eradicated
once and for all, given new sciences of human behavior like sociology, psy-
chology, and public administration. But this would require that the manage-
ment of human affairs be taken out of the hands of the benighted many and
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put into the care of the enlightened few, trained and credentialed in the new
social sciences. Not coincidentally, this was precisely the direction history it-
self wished to take. As their name suggests, progressives were convinced that
history was the story of inexorable progress from the selfish individualism
and parochial localism of the past to a new era of social-minded brother-
hood. But only the ungodly bright avant garde had the historical and scien-
tific insight to break with the parochial allegiances of the past, and persuade
or compel the many to follow them into a more promising, socially con-
scious, collective future.

The first large foundations eagerly bought into progressivism's view that
new, professionally trained elites were trailblazers into a brighter future. And
so they invested massively in the rationalization, standardization, and mod-
ernization of old professions like law, education, and medicine. To bring a new
order and discipline to public affairs, they also funded the development of new
professions like social work and public administration. These updated old and
new professions would find their home in the modern research university-
another favorite funding target for Carnegie and Rockefeller-where genu-
inely objective research could be conducted free from the distorting pressures
of politics and markets, and where the next generation of elites would be
trained.

Even the way these foundations organized themselves-existing in perpe-
tuity, with highly abstract statements of purpose-reflected an abiding faith in
the progressive accumulation of intelligence in the hands of the few. As long-
time Rockefeller Foundation president Raymond Fosdick noted, only open-
ended, perpetual giving was able to accommodate the optimistic conviction
that "the dead hand should be removed from charitable bequests," leaving
grantmaking decisions entirely "in the hands of living men," because "the wis-
dom of living men will always exceed the wisdom of any man, however wise,
who has long since been dead."

This overarching faith in the new sciences of society lies behind one of the
most frequently repeated justifications for modern philanthropy, uttered first
by John D. Rockefeller himself: "The best philanthropy is constantly in search
for finalities-a search for cause, an attempt to cure the evils at their source."
The old, discredited approach of charity, in this view, responded too emotion-
ally and directly to the immediate problems of individuals before them. It did
not use its head. It lacked the steely, detached scientific knowledge to see
through the bewildering, distracting, superficial manifestations of social ail-
ments, down to the final, root causes of those ailments, which we now had the
power to cure once and for all.

But only the ungodly bright few are able properly to exercise scientific dis-
cipline. Quoting Oliver Wendell Holmes, Fosdick made this link explicit: "If
notwithstanding the apparent confusion and welter of our life, we are able to
find a steadiness of purpose and quiet dominating intelligence, it is largely
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because of [those] who have been trained to a considerable extent in the scien-
tific method."

It might seem today that we no longer look to social science with such na-
Ive, utopian expectations. Nevertheless, the language and practice of modern
American philanthropy still reflect an abiding faith in the ungodly bright to
lead us into a new, more rational world. As recently as 2006, the new president
of the Rockefeller Foundation took office with an unabashed reaffirmation of
the vision of 1910: "The focus of this wonderful foundation on the root causes
of social ills is very powerful and very compelling."

Hence, foundations invariably describe themselves as innovators and ex-
perimenters, relentlessly pursuing "social change" through new and imagina-
tive projects that will conclusively reveal the hidden workings of underlying
social forces. Their programs are designed according to cutting edge academic
theories about social behavior and carried out by staff with impressive profes-
sional credentials. Foundations know that they are tapping into root causes be-
cause their programs produce concrete outcomes analyzable by sophisticated
scientific metrics. Philanthropy is peculiarly positioned to play this pioneering
role in social change, it is often argued, because it is mercifully insulated from
market forces, political demands, and other bothersome pressures of the every-
day world, and so can come at public problems from a uniquely objective, de-
tached point of view. In other words, foundations still provide a perch from
which the ungodly bright can steer social change in a progressive direction.

It is hardly surprising, then, that Warren Buffett should have surveyed the
perplexing variety of charitable needs and projects clamoring for his attention,
and concluded that it was better to "attack truly major problems" by turning
his fortune over to the intelligent few. For all the changes the twentieth cen-
tury wrought, its philanthropy closed the century as it began, with leadership
by the ungodly bright still regarded as the only progressive and enlightened
path for grantmaking.

After a full century of insisting that their peculiar value to society is the
ability to get to root causes of, and decisively solve, social problems, how have
foundations performed? For a field so insistent that its grantees show demon-
strable out<;omes, philanthropy in fact has precious little to show for itself. One
hundred years ago, at a time when the federal government's presence in social
policy was insignificant, foundations did in fact playa major role in establish-
ing the institutions and professional structures of medicine and public health,
with considerable pay-off when it came to combating diseases like yellow fever
and hook worm. Later, scientific developments in agriculture supported by the
large American foundations produced the "Green Revolution," saving millions
from starvation. But when it comes to social-not medical or agricultural-
problems, the record of philanthropy is abysmal.

Here, philanthropy has largely tinkered around the edges of the delivery
systems of the social welfare state, fine tuning this program, replicating that
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