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What a Big Donation Might Mean to One

Department

By Dan Bauman 

�

hat can a philosophy department do with

$75 million? That’s the question facing the

philosophy department at the Johns

Hopkins University, which announced last week that its

philosophy department will receive a donation of that

size from a former student, the investor William H. (Bill)

Miller III.

Observers have cheered the happy news for a discipline

that is often the butt of jokes about a college degree’s

value. At Hopkins, initial plans for how to spend the

money are taking shape, as are larger questions: How

might this investment be used? What impact will the gift

have on the department and its place within the field? And outsiders are asking: Is this an effective use of

philanthropic dollars?

The last question has even been raised by other philosophers, who argued about the ethics and efficiency of such a

gift. Michael Huemer of the University of Colorado called the donation among the most wasteful he had ever heard

of, and his criticism elicited a five-day discussion in a comments section of the Daily Nous, a website that covers

news of philosophy.

At Hopkins, the broad outcomes of how the gift will be spent are becoming clear. The donation will finance an

endowed chair and eight additional full-time, tenured professorships within the department, among other

expenses, according to university officials. The nine positions will supplement the 13 already in the department,

said Richard Bett, its chair. He had known for a little over a year that such a gift could be possible, but he was

skeptical that a donation of this size would be made. Now that it has, he and other faculty members are still learning

details about the arrangement. In the short term, Bett said, an advisory committee would be established to help

steer the process and make plans for long-term department growth.

Bett said the department is "incredibly excited" by the opportunity to expand to a 22-member faculty. The additions

will allow the department to offer more undergraduate philosophy courses and generate more scholarly work. The

increase in professors will bring Hopkins roughly in parity with other departments at institutions of similar size and
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rank. The average number of faculty members in doctorate-granting philosophy departments is around 19

members, according to a 2013 survey by the American Academy of Arts Sciences. Hopkins awarded 16 bachelor’s,

master’s and doctoral degrees in philosophy in 2014-15.

"This is both a huge opportunity and a huge responsibility," Bett said.

How to Spend $75 Million

Bett hopes that the money will make a tangible impact by enabling it to "attract the very highest-caliber people and

keep them."

The prospect of an endowed chair might be especially attractive. Highly endowed chairs and professorships in

philosophy are rare, said Laura Fredricks, a philanthropy consultant, compared with fields like medicine, law, and

biotechnology.

The other positions will be full professorships, said Bett, "or at least associate professorships." And he’s confident

that the salaries will be "considerably higher than the national average for all ranks."

Average pay for a full-time, tenured or tenure-track philosophy professor runs pretty close to $92,000, according to

the College and University Professional Association for Human Resources. But salaries for college employees

generally make up just two-thirds of total compensation, based on estimates from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

This means an estimated total compensation package of $138,000. For nine professors, that would be $1,242,000,

not counting expenses like tuition remission, professional development, or occupancy costs.

Hopkins expects to use the $75 million to create an endowment that would spin off enough interest each year to

finance the new positions.

It’s obviously foolish to try to predict how Hopkins’s investments will perform next year, much less over the course

of a tenured professor’s career. But at a minimum, Johns Hopkins will need $60 million and at least a 2-percent rate

of return to vest $1.2 million. If past is prologue, the university will earn that and then some. Johns Hopkins’s

average rate of return from 2009-10 to 2015-16 has been 9.19 percent, according to tax documents. At that rate, a

$60-million endowment would furnish just over $5.5 million annually to the department.

An additional $10 million would be invested in the endowment to support graduate students and postdocs,

university officials said.

Top 20

The goal of any gift of this size is to make an impact. And Miller’s gift may well have a transformative effect on

Hopkins’s philosophy department — up to a point.

Over the course of 10 years, the gift is likely to raise Hopkins’s place in the ranks of philosophy departments to the

top 20, said Brian R. Leiter, a University of Chicago law professor who founded the Philosophical Gourmet Report.

In 2014, the report ranked the department’s faculty reputation at 40. Leiter said that additional hires of

philosophers with expertise in subspecialities would help drive that rise.

"It’s easier to be a top-ranked department if you are a big department than if you are very small," Leiter said.
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An infusion of cash of this scope can have broader effects, said Ms. Fredricks, the consultant. It can be important in

attracting top professors to the department, as well as fund-raising staff to the development office. Some potential

hires may be reassured that the institution has loyal donors, and excited about the prospect of more large donations

to come. And such an endowment might reassure hires about the long-term stability of the program, even in lean

years.

Additionally, Leiter said, a $75-million gift gives the impression that the program is on the rise. And, for a discipline

that has endured its share of cutbacks and reductions, the perception that a program is in ascent can be its own gift.

Dan Bauman is a reporter who investigates and writes about all things data in higher education. Tweet him at

@danbauman77 or email him at dan.bauman@chronicle.com.
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