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The Market, Happiness, and the “Economics of Reciprocity”

A bridge between theory and practice

By Stefano Zamagni

FOR MORE THAN A DECADE, LIVING CITY readers have closely followed the developing
“Economy of Communion” initiative in which business owners freely choose to share their
profits, divided in three parts: to help people in need, to foster a “culture of giving,” and to
help the business itself remain an efficient and viable model. Many have intuited its power
as a practical model which fulfills the deepest aspirations of business life at the  service of
humanity. Some, however, may not have dared to dream as boldly about its realistic
potential to bring about a major shift in economic theory and culture.

On a clear and bright sunny Sunday morning in February 2004, Stefano Zamagni,
Professor of Economics from the University of Bologna, distinguished for his
contribution in the history of economics, visited Mariapolis Luminosa, the Focolare little
town for North America, where some 100 Focolare members dedicated to bringing the
spirituality of unity into every aspect of social life had gathered for their annual
convention. Over the course of a uniquely joyful meeting, Zamagni opened for them
broad vistas on the powerful and profound cultural impact of the treasure they carry. What
follows are excerpts from his impromptu presentation and interaction with the audience.

THE ECONOMY OF COMMUNION was launched in 1991 by Chiara Lubich during
her visit to Brazil. It is something that has provoked in many people, including me, a
sort of shock. Why? Because the Economy of Communion is a scandal. It is the most
intriguing challenge against the dominant culture and the dominant practice in
economics. As you know, economics is a science that was developed in a period after
the first Industrial Revolution on the basis of one anthropological assumption, that is,
on the “economic man” (homo economicus).

 But the economic man is a lonely individual who has only one goal: to maximize
personal interest, self interest. And the old economics knowledge was created on this
premise—that human beings are essentially selfish. And when they relate a relation to
others it is only for instrumental reasons, in order to obtain more.

At the beginning of the 19th century this idea was not very popular, but nowadays it is
the dominant culture. In the media, in the common culture, the argument is that everyone
should mind his or her own interest. That is the logic by means of which you can develop
in the economy, you can grow in importance, you can sell more, maximize profits, and so
on.

The problem of the present-day situation is that people who follow this anthropology,
accumulate more wealth, but they become more and more unhappy. And so, nowadays,
the issue of happiness is on the frontlines. What’s the point of maximizing income if the
result is an increment of unhappiness?



The idea of the Economy of Communion is clearly a challenge to the dominant mode
of doing economics. In other words, to be able to show that it is possible to be efficient,
to remain in the market, and at the same time to be happy, is a real challenge because for
more than three centuries nobody believed that. At the academic level, the idea of the
Economy of Communion has disturbed many people in economic circles, because we are
challenging their paradigm and their faith in what they have been doing and preaching in
all universities and in all their classes decade after decade. I would not say that this
paradigm is wrong but it is incomplete, because it does not take into account that the
human being is a unity. And you cannot split a human life as if we were a simple
machine.

The Economy of Communion is also a challenge from a practical point of view. Today,
in the era of so-called globalization, the situation is difficult. In the past, people allowed
us to believe that it was enough to practice the paradigm of homo economicus to solve all
the problems. Now we are living in a period where that is not true. We have many more
problems than in the past.

Why is that so? Because until recently we have been accustomed to interpret conflict as
“conflict of interest.” Even the Marxist and socialist traditions were based on that: the
conflict of interest between the workers and the owners, the poor and the rich.

But now a new type of conflict is emerging in our society: the “conflict of
identity”—not to be confused with the conflict of interest. The conflict of identity is a
conflict which is “declined” on the dimension of being, not of having—to be or not to
be. And what are typical issues of the conflict of identity? Religious identity, ethnic
identity and cultural identity. The novelty is that we cannot cope with the problems
stirred up by the conflict of identity with the same tools used in the past in the conflict
of interest where the strategy is to redistribute. If the conflict is between those who
have and those who don’t have, the solution would be to take away from the rich and
give to the poor. But can you do the same with the conflict of identity? Of course not. I
cannot approach a Muslim and say, “How much do you want in order to give up 30% or
40% of your identity?” That question makes no sense. It creates a reaction in the other
and the end result will be terrorism of various types.

In other words, the conflict of identity hinges on the dignity of the person. You cannot
use the typical economic instruments to cope with it. You cannot buy identity. You can
buy the interest. For example, you can ask workers how much they want in order to stop
the strike and they will respond, “Give me 30% more of my salary and I’ll be O.K.” But
you cannot do the same with identity. That would be an offense to one’s dignity.

We are discovering now that the usual instruments produced by the economic life to
cope with conflicts of interest are not viable for the conflicts of identity. In fact, when
you come to the conflict of identity you need specific attention to the being of the other
person in front of you.



One can now understand why the logic of the Economy of Communion is a real
challenge. This innovative economic system is an attempt to show that you can do
business respecting the identity of the other. In this way the other who cooperates with
you does not feel repressed or humiliated. Today humiliation is the true original sin of
our society. You can humiliate someone even if you give him or her “stuff”—that is
called paternalism. Paternalism is generous, in the sense of philanthropic generosity. But
when people feel humiliated you can be sure they will react, and most of the time
violently. The idea of the Economy of Communion is to give value to the whole of the
person, including his or her religious, ethnic or cultural identity.

A FEW YEARS AGO I started inquiring why the model of the economy of communion
is viable and is progressing. Through a research project we discovered that the Economy
of Communion is nothing but the last ring of a chain which started during the civic
humanism of the fifteenth century. At that moment all the fundamentals of the market
economy started within the church. We have elaborated this research and the results will
be published soon under the title “Civil Economics,” co-authored by Luigino Bruni.

Most people believe that the basic principle of economics is the principle of profit-
maximization. We do not deny that, but we show that even more fundamental is the
principle of reciprocity. In other words, in those economies where you have a culture of
profit-maximization without a principle of reciprocity you can maximize profits and
wealth but you do not make people happy.

Chiara Lubich’s innovative idea of the Economy of Communion can be visualized as
the last ring of a chain which started in that period. And the fact that she hardly knows
anything about economics is even more relevant. Such an idea would have never
occurred to an economist. It occurred to Chiara because she is interested in the happiness
of the person.

It is up to the Christian to find how to expand the space of happiness. In this
historical period the problem of happiness cannot be solved unless we reinterpret the
idea of the economy. As you know, most of our lives are spent in economic
organizations. It could be a firm, an office, and so on. In the world we live in, most of
our time is dedicated to economic affairs. Unless we solve the problem at that level,
how can we possibly think about making people happy?

That is why strategically it is important to show to those who are skeptical or
cynical that this is not just a fanciful idea which occurred one day to one person, but
is the result of an ancient wisdom that is rooted in a particular conception of the
human being which is not individualistic but is personal. The “person” differs from
the individual, because a person is an individual in relation with others. Relation is
the important dominant aspect.



Translating this fundamental idea into economic discipline, into economic science,
I can assure you, is a major challenge. That is why we need to progress on both sides:
on the actual experience in the Economy of Communion by the various enterprises,
and on the cultural level. Our friends in the Economy of Communion need to listen
from time to time to people who are saying, “You are doing something good, you are
on the right path.” This gives them the strength to continue to overcome the
difficulties because, of course, there are difficulties. We need to reinforce their choice
to have accepted to join the Economy of Communion. And that, it seems to me, is one
of Chiara’s great merits.

I STARTED TEACHING A COURSE on “the economics of reciprocity.” That word is
never used in economics. The usual language includes terms as efficiency, profit, cost-
minimization, and so on. But no one uses the word “reciprocity.”

Q: The idea of reciprocity is exciting. I work in an anti-poverty program, which is
trying to address social issues with economics. I could really understand your
concern about people losing their identity and can see how instead of being grateful,
people end up feeling humiliated and angry. I was just wondering how to translate
the idea of “reciprocity” with some of the economically based social programs that
we have.

Jennifer Krokey

A:  That question often emerges in this type of discussion. For understandable reasons,
the concept of reciprocity has been confused with the concept of exchange of
equivalents. That is the fault of us economists. All our books are written in the wrong
way. They are written in such a way that our students of today will become the leaders
or managers or media operators of tomorrow, and they will perpetuate the wrong idea.

The basic difference is that the exchange of equivalents is impersonal. In the morning
you go to buy a newspaper and you give one dollar. That is the price. I do not need to
know you in order to get from you the newspaper. I only need my purchasing power and
you need to have the property rights to sell me your newspaper. But I do not need to
know who you are.

Relations of reciprocity presuppose the knowledge of the identity of the other. In
other words, the reciprocity principle applies the principle of fraternity, brotherhood.
The principle of fraternity is one of the words most used by Chiara. She applies it in
politics, economics and social life. If you pay attention, the word “fraternity” was one
of the three key words of the French Revolution—Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité
(Freedom, Equality and Brotherhood). But after the Revolution the word fraternity was
cancelled. And now nobody speaks about fraternity. The reason is that the French
Revolution was afraid of the word because it was typical of the Christian tradition.
Other cultures or religions have the word “solidarity” but the meaning is different.

Most people confuse the word solidarity with fraternity. Solidarity means that I should
feel responsible for the well being of the others. But I do not need to know who the others
are. I can apply solidarity to people I never met. Fraternity is different: it is based not
only on giving, but on giving with the intention of establishing a relationship.



Brotherhood presupposes that we are children of the same Father. You can see why
fraternity, which is translated in practical life into the principle of reciprocity, is
different from the exchange of equivalents.

Now consider what happens in a regular business of the economy of communion, in
the relationships among people living and working in the Economy of Communion.
Solidarity implies trying to make different people equal. Fraternity allows equals to be
diverse. Under fraternity people flourish. Under solidarity that is not guaranteed. With
the principle of fraternity not only do I tolerate that you are different from me, but I
want you to be different from me. I want you to flourish according to your proper
dimensions. That strengthens our unity. Unity in diversity, yes, but we have to
understand the implication of “unity in diversity.” The implication is the principle of
reciprocity. An Economy of Communion business is where people translate the
principle of reciprocity into everyday life. It is as efficient as another business, and
those who work there feel fulfilled and happy. We were all born for happiness.

Q: I come from the business environment. I was so upset about the corporate
scandals and the society in the United States is very upset about economics in
general, even if we are prosperous. What you are talking about—how we can bring
economics and happiness—is what I think is really needed to solve some of the
problems in our world. Many are getting pessimistic about what’s happening, and
this is the most optimistic thing I’ve heard in a long time…. 

Jim Milway

A: What you say is so important. There is a fascinating example: in fourteenth-century
Europe, feudalism was in a situation similar to ours today. It was full of scandals. At
that time, when humanity was losing its north star, out of Christianity came the
proposal of the market economy. Its new technicalities were an answer to the
pessimistic attitude which was spreading at that period. The market showed that it is
possible to progress. Christians are not against, but in favor of progress. And it is
possible to progress without slavery, exploitation and so on.

Taking into consideration the enormous differences between historic periods, we live
in a similar situation. We need to instill a new type of optimism into those who have been
touched, even badly, by this type of scandal and are losing any hope of remodeling our
economy. That is why the idea of the Economy of Communion is really revolutionary. It
emerged during a period when globalization was showing its face with new problems.

It is a duty for us to instill a new sense of hope in the people around us. A Catholic
French philosopher, Charles Peguy, wrote: “The virtue I love most is hope. In
comparison to its big sisters, faith and charity, it seems as if it is pulled. But it is hope
that is pushing the other two.” In other words, in a period of crisis we need to spread
around seeds of hope because hope makes the other two virtues, faith and charity, work.
We should never accept the attitude that there is nothing to be done.

—Stefano Zamagni

Box:



Joan Duggan, a co-owner of “Finish Line,” an Economy of Communion educational
services business, reflected on how Professor Zamagni was able to build a rare bridge
between academic theory and practical application:

“Professor Zamagni’s presentation established the relationship between the idea of the
Economy of Communion and each person in the room. This is no small feat! In the brief
span of an hour, the underpinnings of the Economy of Communion became common
ground for each person, the majority of whom were not directly involved in the project.
What a phenomenal gift! Here was academia in relationship with the ‘real’ world…
doing a great service… providing the bridge that opened the door of the Economy of
Communion for everyone. And from this beginning, further dialogue becomes possible
because appreciation has blossomed. I no longer have to search for what academia can
bring to the ‘real’ world—I’ve finally seen what it can do.”
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