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“It is true that certain living creatures, as bees and ants, live sociably one with another 
… and therefore some man may perhaps desire to know why mankind cannot do the 

same” (T. Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651).

“Homo homini natura amicus” (Antonio Genovesi, 1766)
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Introduction: manies poverty, only one dignity

Poverty has a plural nature: the poverty of Francis and the poverty of deprived and 
abused people. 

All negative and unchosen poverties are basically lack of capitals --- social, human, 
educational, health, relational, spiritual … capitals --- that becomes a lack of flows 
(income)

In order to reduce poverty, than, it is essential to work on the capitals-assets of the people 
in poverty.

A form of capital particular precious and relevant for the human dignity is the capacity of 
cooperation, in particular to cooperate in repeated ‘games’ of life.

No cooperation without trust.



The trust game
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It is a sequential game: A is the first mover (the truster)
B is the second mover (the trustee)

The frame of the problem is essential for cooperation



The first frame: the ‘sacrifice’ frame: 
cooperation as mutual sacrifice
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In this interpretation of the helping relationship,
The logic of B is: “I am generous, I can exploit you, 
but I am good and fair, and so I renounce to 1 (2 vs 1) 
for giving to A a prize for his kindness”.

The same logic for A: “You, B, must reciprocate because
I  have been kind with you: so sacrifice 50% of your pay-off for 
being kind with me”. 



What reciprocity is?

In helping processes the frame of the relationship is very important – in 
particular in terms of human dignity.

I will propose two possible readings of the ‘successful trust-cooperation 
relationship’, but actually only the second is (for me) fully dignous, in 
particular for the ‘poor’ person.

Let return to the Trust game



The ‘mutual benefit’ frame: the Civil Economy 
perspective

A very different frame is that coming from a 
different idea of market and human cooperation: 
here the emphasis is not on sacrifice but in 
mutual benefit, in an idea of reciprocity as a 
relationship of mutual benefits.



The trust game: the ‘mutual benefit’ frame
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Mutual beneficial relationship: “Let go, together, from
(0,0) to (1,1): we both gain from the relation. 
You, B, increase you well-being but also I, 
the “powerful”will gain from the relationship with you”.



The human dignity of the mutual beneficial
relationships
For B, the helped person, the frame of mutual benefit is much more dignous
than the ‘mutual self-sacrifice’ one.

Why?

a. B feels that thanks to her in the new relationship also A grows: is not a 
‘subject’ of benevolence. 

b. A’s action is much more ‘civil’ and ‘moral’ if creates a frame when both 
parties feel to be within a relationship of real mutual advantage

c. The dignity of B is much higher if she can actually see that thanks to her 
action also the more “powerful” A has an advantage from the 
relationship.

d. The only ‘kindness’ that A requires from B is: “don’t be opportunistic if at 
one stage of our repeated game you have a ‘temptation’”. But …



Good Vulnerability

… the exposure to the possibility of the abuse of trust, is part of the human 
condition: this kind of vulnerability (as with poverty, there are good and bad 
vulnerabilities) cannot be eliminated from fully human relationships: but the 
frame of the ‘game’ can reduce it.

A simpler name for ‘frame’ is culture: our results in development depend 
very much on our capacity of creating a frame of reciprocity, of mutual 
benefits, of mutual dignity.



An example: Microcredit

One reason of the success of many experiences of microcredit is the frame of 
mutual advantage: A knows that thanks to that credit both (she and the bank) will 
grow.

Most of failures of other experiences can be explained as a lack of the sense of 
mutual advantage, or for putting too much emphasis in B of being ‘moral’ and not 
selfish.

This feeling of reciprocity is very important for human dignity: if I know that I am 
useful to you, my relationship with you passes from assistentialism to reciprocity.

Contract (as mutual advantage frame) can be more effective than free and 
unconditional gift: the human history if full of such examples.



Subsidiarity and dignity

In what we have seen, a crucial principle is the principle of subsidiarity --
the action of a higher level in relation to the problem to solve is ethically 
justified if and only if helps (subsides) what the lower level is doing.

At the basis of the principle of subsidiarity there is the category of dignity: 
before starting my intervention for helping you I have to recognize that you, 
who are inside the problem, have the first knowledge and competence to 
solve your problem.

Then your action creates added value (benefits also ‘me’), and your 
competence and talents are the first resource in the developing process

Dignity means merit: there is not dignity without a recognition of a form of 
merit of the person in the problem; and without merit, and then esteem, 
people don’t exit from poverty traps.



Conclusion: the dignity of reciprocity

Reciprocity among people with equal dignity: this is the secret of a good 
market, a integral development and a good society

The world is a place where water goes downhill and where good human 
relations follow the ‘golden rule’ of reciprocity

Out of this, we find only pathology of both market and civil society

“It is a universal law that we cannot make ourselves happy without making 
others happy as well” (Antonio Genovesi, Lectures on Civil Economy). 



Grazie!
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