
argument. On the other hand, the Democratiya interviews adopt more of a ‘salon’

approach, and thus is by far the most provocative and engaging of the two collections.

Whilst its range is narrower than the ippr volume, its focus on the moral and ethical dimen-

sions of foreign affairs makes it accessible and eminently readable, as well as containing a

range of arguments and counter-arguments from across the political and geographical

spectrum. Readers looking for a good ideological dust-up, one sorely missing from the

current domestic political debate, will find plenty to invigorate and infuriate in

Democratiya’s excellent collection.

Faizal Farook is a Demos Associate.

Just Another Emperor? The Myths and Realities of
Philanthrocapitalism 

Michael Edwards

DEMOS / THE YOUNG FOUNDATION, 2008

Reviewed by Beth Breeze

The question mark in the title of this book is rather redundant as the author harbours no real

doubts that the hype concerning philanthrocapitalism is as unwarranted as the lavish praise

for the emperor’s non-existent new threads.

But, just as it was the swindling tailors, rather than the emperor himself, who persuaded

the crowds to applaud their skills, so too it is arguable that any hype about new types of

philanthropy has been whipped up by observers rather than rich donors themselves.

Edwards is extremely exercised by the claim that ‘a new movement is afoot that

promises to save the world’, yet the only people who could be accused of making such an

arrogant statement are the journalists Matthew Bishop and Michael Green whose book

Philanthrocapitalism: How the rich are trying to save the world does at least contain the

qualifier ‘trying’ to save.

So at the heart of Edwards’ interesting, well-written and passionate argument is a

straw man. Of course it would be presumptuous, over-blown and untrue to claim that

business methods alone can save the world by creating large-scale social transformations

– but who, apart from the critics, says it can?

Indeed, Edwards provides us with many examples of philanthrocapitalists who make far

humbler claims. Melinda Gates acknowledges that ‘we know we didn’t invent philanthropy

… we have relied so much on those who came before us’. Ebay founder Pierre Omidyar

concurs with Edward’s arguments about the limits of using the business approach in civil

society saying, ‘I don’t believe there is a for-profit answer to everything’. And Bill Clinton is

quoted as suggesting this approach should be used only ‘where it is appropriate’.
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Perhaps this trio are the exception, and most American philanthrocapitalists do need

to eat the slice of humble pie being served up by Edwards. But in the UK we are still in the

phase of encouraging role models to put their heads above the philanthropic parapet, and

should be in no rush to encourage a backlash.

In parts, Edwards’ conviction in his own critique is in doubt, as he appears fully aware

of the significant impacts made by the targets of his ire. In addition to citing the successes

of micro-finance and the new green revolution, he notes: ‘Given that someone dies from

malaria every thirty seconds and that treated bed nets can be produced and distributed at

very low costs, these investments are extremely important and there is every reason to

think that business and markets can help bring them to fruition’.

The disjuncture between Edwards’ scattergun assault on the motives and methods of

modern donors and his cooler assessment of their many achievements, makes it appear

that his true aim may be to ‘enliven the debate’, which he certainly accomplishes given the

amount of discussion the book has generated. Yet this enlivening process involves over-

stating the case in slating the new rich and leaving no room for reconciliation between

business and civil society values.

Much criticism that is ostensibly levelled at philanthropists (new, old, capitalist or

otherwise) is, on closer examination, thinly veiled criticism of the possession of great

wealth, not its distribution by whatever means. Edwards’ attack on those adhering to a

philosophy ‘rooted in money and self interest’ reveals more about his anti-rich prejudices

than it does about the ability of people who have made money in business being able to

turn it to some public good.

Indeed, it is this aspect of his argument that I found most puzzling. Firstly the sugges-

tion that money earned in pursuit of capitalist values can only ever be part of the problem

rather than the solution, is to cast doubt on the ability of anyone living, and earning a

living, in free market societies to make charitable donations. Why should my tenner to

Oxfam escape accusations of hypocrisy when, as a writer living in the UK, I clearly benefit

from global inequalities?

Secondly, the chasm that Edwards sees between the values and actions of people

leading civil society organisations and those leading businesses is depicted as unbridge-

able, ‘in markets, we are customers … in civil society we are citizens’. But must people be

either red-in-tooth-and-claw capitalists or cooperative participants in civil society? Our

social roles are not like hats that we can wear only one at a time; people slip easily in and

out of multiple roles every day. Businesspeople are also parents, opera appreciators,

football fans, followers of religions and passionate about numerous causes.

In the same month this book was published, Bill Gates gave a talk at the University of

Chicago in which he pointed out that ‘malaria kills one million people a year; baldness

hasn’t killed anyone yet’, so he asks why it is that ‘less than ten percent of the money

spent on curing baldness is spent on fighting malaria’. To refuse to countenance giving

Gates credit because he made his money in Microsoft, is to undermine a powerful

advocate for change, who has ideas and the money to make them happen.

This book is worth reading as an interesting provocation, and it does a service in

bringing debates about philanthropy to wider attention, but it is ultimately a counsel of

despair. It suggests that philanthropy must wait until after the revolution and in the

meantime lets those with the most to give off the hook by convincing them they are
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intractably part of the problem. Capitalism’s dominance shows no signs of abating, so we

can either bash those who succeed in this system or we can encourage and support them

in making the most effective interventions in tackling social injustice.

Ultimately, Edwards’ sizzle is worse than the bite of his argument. Not only does he

conclude that ‘Philanthrocapitalism offers one way of increasing the social value of the

market’; he also volunteers that if he were invited to address a gathering of the donors he

has sought to demonise, he would begin by thanking them and acknowledging that

without their efforts, ‘the world would be further from the commercial and technological

advances required to cure malaria and get micro-credit to everyone who needs it’. Looks

like Edwards can see the emperor’s shiny new suit after all.

Beth Breeze is Publications Editor at Philanthropy UK. This book review first appeared in the

June 2008 edition of the Philanthropy UK Newsletter, available at www.philanthropyuk.org

Chasing the Flame: Sergio Vieira de Mello and the Fight 
to Save the World 

Samantha Power

ALLEN LANE, 2007

Reviewed by Maria Neophytou

As an intern at the United Nations (UN) in New York in 2001, I remember well the current that

seemed to run through the building as people breathlessly relayed the news that ‘Sergio’

would be arriving for a fleeting visit from the field. The High Commissioner was well known

within diplomatic circles: it was said that he brushed his teeth with Italian mineral water, and

was always immaculately groomed and meticulously prepared – whether trekking for days

through the Cambodian jungle to meet with rebel leaders, or guiding a team through a three

way battle zone in Kosovo. 

Samantha Power describes this ‘hallowed persona’ as ‘a cross between James Bond

and Bobby Kennedy’, one of the few charismatic stars of the UN, whose young staffers

‘trailed around him around as if he were the Pied Piper’. Her engaging biography brings his

dramatic story to a wider audience, giving his life, work and ideas the chance to gain the

recognition and profile they would surely have achieved had he survived the terrorist attack

on the UN mission in Iraq in 2003. 

In Power’s own words, it is a ‘dual biography’, of a fascinating man and the extraordi-

nary times he lived through. Sergio Vieira de Mello ‘moved with the headlines’, somehow

finding himself at the centre of the action of many of the defining global events of the post-

war period. Clubbed by police when as a philosophy student at the Sorbonne in 1968 he

took to the streets infused with ‘the flame’ of the book’s title, he carried the scars and spirit
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