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Introduction
In a strange twist of fate, two of the leading schools of thought from the social economy, “Base of the Pyramid” and “Social Business”, organised their international conferences in cities that have become symbols of the automobile industry: Detroit, USA, birthplace of General Motors and Ford, and Wolfsburg, Germany, Volkswagen’s historical hometown. Many would like to see this as a sign that both the US and Europe are seeking growth opportunities to take over from the old industrial model by developing more social corporate strategies. At any rate, these conferences offer an opportunity to reflect on both methods of action, both of which suggest that companies should be involved in the fight against poverty, although there is little contact between the two. 
BoP: In Continuation with Adam Smith’s Ideas?
Let us begin with Detroit, where the University of Michigan organised a large colloquium to reflect upon ten years of base of the pyramid (BoP) strategies. The BoP theory was made popular by C K Prahalad. His idea was a simple one: multinational firms could benefit immensely from the opportunities offered by the “Base of the Pyramid” - i.e. the market made up of the 4 billion people living in emerging countries on a few dollars a day – while at the same time contributing to helping these populations develop (Prahalad 2004). One the one hand, it is in the interest of multinationals to include these poor consumers into their business models: although margins are very small, their sheer numbers are such that the market offers considerable opportunities. Prahalad initially estimated the size of this market to be about $12.5 trillion PPP, but he later admitted that he was only looking for “dimensionality and directionality”.
 The World resources Institute proposed a more conservative estimate at around $5 trillion (Hammond et al 2007). On the other hand, these strategies might contribute to reducing poverty: companies can offer products and services at a lesser cost, and thereby reduce the “poverty penalty” that poor consumers incur (Caplovitz 1963). The surplus offered to consumers – who pay less than before for their products – is therefore tantamount to an increase in their disposable income. Over the years, the BoP corpus has evolved, in particular in the direction of better taking into account the specificities of the population that the firms intend to serve, from “selling to the poor” to “business co-venturing” with local organisations (Simanis and Hart 2008).
The theory therefore offers a shift away from a moral or philanthropic vision of development: pursuing the interests of multinationals could be the most efficient development tool. A large number of firms, especially those operating in the field of consumer goods, have invested in such models: Unilever, Procter & Gamble and S C Johnson are the most notable examples, with in particular a distribution of their products in individual packaging in emerging countries. 
While the theory might appear as revolutionary to some, it is in fact perfectly in line with the most humanistic aspects of the liberal, free-market tradition. BoP, above all, amounts to applying Adam Smith’s ideas to the conditions of very poor people in poor countries. As we were reminded by the author of The Wealth of Nations (and moral philosopher): “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest” (Smith 1776). In other words, a system built on the pursuit of individual self-interest would be the most efficient tool to identify growth opportunities as well as the most effective manner in which to create growth. Firms should not be asked to fight against poverty. In fact, it is precisely because they are not being asked to do so that they might do so in the most intelligent manner. Rather it is a strategy of achieving prosperity through “the vice” of self interest – that is what BoP theorists have brought back into fashion. In other words, there is nothing new under the sun, but such a revival is particularly welcome at a time when the crisis - and the criticisms against the market that were logically born from it – might lead us to forget the brighter aspects of the system. Indeed, it is that sun that historically helped pull humanity out of widespread poverty and has over the last 20 years made it possible for Asia to enjoy the pleasures of prosperity: in that continent, market forces have lifted an estimated half a billion people (most of them in China) out of poverty.
It is probably no accident that the BoP theory was born in the United States, the quintessential land of free markets, where self-interest is a legitimate passion and anyone is free to pursue their chosen path, simply by channelling altruism in other spheres. Let us not forget that the American philanthropic movement has no equal, with a turnover of around US$ 900 billion – over 8% of the GDP and 7% of its working population. This is probably best exemplified by Bill Gates, who created the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation in 1994, which has so far donated $23 billion, and who successfully convinced 40 US billionaires to give away half of their fortune to charities (‘The Giving Pledge’) in August 2010. America’s strength rests in its capacity to build a clear separation between the two spheres of an individual’s brain, without necessarily ranking them: self-interest, in the economic sphere, and altruism, in the social sphere. The possibility that this behaviour may be somewhat schizophrenic does not seem to be an issue. Rather, the theme of Ecclesiastes is the thread that runs across this sequence of actions: to every [thing there is] a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven: (…) a time to plant, and a time to pluck up [that which is] planted (Ecclesiastes 3.1).
Social Business: A Leap of (Human) Faith? 

On the other side of the spectrum appears what Nobel Peace Prize winner Mohammed Yunus dubbed ‘social business’ (Yunus 2007, 2010) which marks a major shift - both philosophically and economically. The growth of the yearly gathering in Wolfsburg (in Germany) of firms and universities involved in Social Business highlights the high levels of interest in this alternative: about 80 people attended the first Global Social Business Summit organized by Grameen Creative Lab, Germany in 2009, and there were three times as many for the 2010 Summit.
The core of the social business philosophy could be summed up by the phrase “the market is a bad master but a good servant.” Concretely speaking, the goal of a social business is to create wealth in the “social” rather than in the economic field: access to essential goods and healthcare, fight against poverty... It deliberately turns its back on profit maximisation for shareholders. At the same time, it must operate according to a sustainable model, in other words - without generating losses. 
A growing number of firms have opted for developing social businesses with Prof Muhammad Yunus in Bangladesh. To name a few, Danone led the way by locally producing fortified yogurt at a very low price (Ardoin et al 2010), Veolia followed suit with the distribution of drinking water in rural areas, and German companies BASF and Otto are jumping on the bandwagon; Adidas has also announced the launch of shoes worth only 1 Euro. 
The difference from the traditional market – and it is a noteworthy one – is that profits are to be reinvested in the company rather than paid out to shareholders: no loss, no dividend. Discussions on whether to accept a limited return for shareholders took place in Wolfsburg on both occasions. This would solve one thorny issue, dealing with the financing of social business. While it is difficult for investors (individuals or firms) to relinquish earning any profit at all on part of their investments, many of them would be ready to limit the return for a social cause. Professor Yunus’s point of view on this issue is clear: “accepting no dividend creates a demilitarised zone, which in turn makes a new type of inter-organisational collaboration possible”. Why would investors be the least interested in projects offering no perspectives whatsoever in terms of return on investment? It is in this respect that the answer given by Professor Yunus contradicts the “moral” perspective of the modern economy: social business will develop based on people’s selflessness. We will now start relying on the butcher’s benevolence in order to eat. 
The social role of giving and altruism is indeed essential in most cultures. Here again, nothing new. Euergetism, the ancient Greek practice of notables undertaking to participate in the embellishment of a town out of their own money, is an early example. In the 12th century, Maimonides, the great Jewish thinker wrote in his famous “treatise on the laws governing donations to the poor” that the most noble degree of Tsedakka – the Jewish philanthropic tradition that forms part of the broader context of social justice – is lending money interest-free or donating it to allow those in need to create their own economic activity. Social business would mark a renewal by replacing selflessness – which free-market liberalism had banished from the market by accepting that humanity’s multiple dimensions should also be taken into consideration inside the firm. 
At first sight, the implementation of a social business is laden with difficulties, as can easily be witnessed in the field. The success of social business is far from guaranteed, and indeed the Grameen-Danone venture seems to be still losing money. If not money, what? Selflessness does not prevent firms from getting an indirect “return” from a social business. Danone’s involvement with Grameen in Bangladesh had four positive consequences: innovation, internal motivation, reputation and access. Giving up the constraint of providing a financial return (a) unleashes a higher level of risk-taking and thus innovation, (b) motivates and energizes people working for the organisation, as they see a more noble cause than just enriching shareholders, (c) enhances the firm’s reputation – which might have an impact on its differentiation vis-à-vis its competitors on its traditional markets, and (d) gives more legitimacy to the firm to access key resources such as land, raw materials, administrative authorisations ... (Ardoin et al 2010). Although some Danone executives may have intuited part of these consequences, none of them had anticipated their full extent. 
Finally, social business seeks to meet a population’s needs while the traditional market – and such is therefore the case for BoP – aims to satisfy consumers’ demands. This difference goes beyond mere semantics. In practical terms for example, there might be an objective need for water without a clear demand in the economic sense – either because the populations are insolvent or, and this is the most frequent and complicated case, they are unaware of the need to buy clean water. A study by the World Resources Institute showed for example that poor households spend more on their mobile phones than on their need for drinking water. 
Many (right-wing) non-believers in the idea of social business see it as blissful optimism, yet another illustration of the good intentions with which the road to hell is paved. The traditional system has proven itself, and the prosperity of vice is better than the misfortunes of virtue.  The most virulent critics call this stealing from the shareholders (Friedman 1970), or cynicism wrapped in PR. Given the chance these critics would opt for greed, provided it is accepted and channelled, over the hypocrisy that they allege some companies excel in. 
The Debate Between Independence and Interdependence

However, social business does seem to have some solid arguments in its favour. The French poet René Char wrote “Words say things that we are unaware of about them”. And a close look at the meaning of words reminds us that the debate between self-interest and selflessness - illustrated by the opposition between BoP and Social Business - refers to the issue of togetherness, i.e. the notion that we live life within a group. BoP, as well as the free-market liberalism which it stems from, evokes a community of free individuals – similarly to elementary particles – in which an invisible hand reconciles and optimises selfish, contradictory strategies through a skilful balance between the forces present. It is based on the independence of actors in the field. Its strength lies in the fact that the search for more independence and freedom may have been the most powerful motivation over the last 10,000 years and more. Markets are well suited to this quest of independence, as they do not require that a tie should exist before and after an exchange has been carried out.
By insisting on reinvesting profits within the community and placing selflessness at the heart of the new system, Social Business emphasises individual interdependence. Independence of individuals versus interdependence within a community, such are the terms of the debate with these alternative approaches fundamentally opposed. We argue that interdependence could be seen as one of the most notable features of the times we live in.
First of all, the current context of resource over-exploitation and uncertainty regarding the effects of our technologies pushes us to protect our common good – the environment – and obliges us to see ourselves as connected with others. As early as 1945, the French poet Paul Valery proposed that “the time of the finite world is beginning”, to underline that the concepts of “boundaries” and “bounds” would play a more potent role. While our increased scientific knowledge furthers the notion of spatial interdependence (eg we now understand how CO² levels mostly coming from the rich countries may jeopardise the future of poor countries since these lands are a few yards above the sea level), our increasing quest for “sustainability” acknowledges a temporal interdependence vis-à-vis future generations. 
But above all, with the network economy characterising our times (new information technologies), we are now coming to the realisation that it is now more and more in our own interest for others to be happy. In an economy of scarcity – which until recently prevailed – the relative value of a good depends on the low number of items that are in circulation. The scarcer is the good, the more expensive it is. Conspicuous consumption was based on this premise, which increased the demand for more expensive goods. On the contrary, the higher the numbers, the less interesting it becomes. Cars are the perfect example. The proliferation of cars on the road reduces mobility – due to the resulting road congestion – although mobility is what cars seek to achieve. This situation today is the opposite. In a network economy on the contrary, the relative value of a good rises as it becomes more widespread. The Internet ceases to be appealing if the user is the only one to be equipped with it. The same is true for telephones, or more generally for all means of communication. This is an essential point: sharing has become a necessity today. Maybe less due to moral necessity than merely out of interest... A new collective economy is therefore developing, founded on individual freedom but also, and more profoundly, on the quality and intensity of the links between individuals. New collaborative models such as Mozilla or Wikipedia are catching up on older models such as Windows and Encyclopaedia: community, collaboration, engagement and co-creation will be their key characteristics (Tapscott and Williams 2006).   “Nothing can stop an idea when its time has come”, said Victor Hugo; the eternal cynics might therefore be surprised by the success of social business and the efficiency of selflessness, which are much more in phase with our times.
Conclusions
The goal is by no means to decry the traditional system, but rather to come to a new balance by opening up to new models progressively. To use a metaphor from the automobile sector – which seems timely given the coincidence offered by the social economy calendar as mentioned above – aren’t hybrid engines, which are made up of two different engines, the way of the future?
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