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FOREWORD [image: ] by Michael Novak



For a long time to come, this book may well be the definitive work on the economic teaching of the modern popes. Over the course of more than a century, the papacy has appropriated into its own intellectual traditions a profound understanding of democracy and—a greater surprise—an appreciative understanding of capitalism. This effort came to maturity in the person of Pope John Paul II, who distinguished true democracy from false, and praiseworthy capitalism from the kind to be rejected.


Over this time the Catholic Church has shown itself far more open to new ideas in adapting itself to democracy and capitalism than secular liberals have been open to new ways of adapting to religious realities.


For one thing, during the past thirty years the “secularization thesis” has had to be abandoned—that is, the thesis whereby history is assumed to be moving in a secular direction, such that religion will soon disappear from the public stage. The opposite appears to be happening—religion is growing in size and influence—and with accelerating speed.


The numbers of the Catholic people around the world, for instance, have been growing at rapid rates. The raw number of Catholics now living on this planet is at an all-time high. There are more Methodists—just Methodists—on this planet today than there were all Christians together at the time of the “Great Schism” between Constantinople and Rome (in AD 1054). The explosive dynamism of worldwide Islam during this generation has by now forced itself on everyone’s attention. And the numbers of evangelical Christians in Latin America, Africa, and Asia continue to zoom upward. Even formerly repressive atheist regimes in China and the former Soviet Union have been experiencing hundreds of thousands of conversions to the Christian faith.


John Paul II has deservedly been called “John Paul the Great.” He received the accolade in large measure because of his startling success in undermining the moral ground on which the Communist systems were precariously built. But he is recognized for many other achievements as well—his cheerful persistence in pulling his bent body up into airplanes despite his evident Parkinson’s disease, as a way of comforting the sick and the suffering and the aged everywhere; his World Youth Days all around the globe, which drew millions of young people; and his extensive and penetrating papal writings. John Paul the Great became the clearest voice in defending the human rights of peoples all around the world. He promoted democracy as well, which he saw to be a flawed system but, just the same, the safest political barrier against systemic abuses of human rights.


For all his greatness, Pope John Paul II was also a warm, humble, down-to-earth, good-humored person. He loved to invite people of all sorts, but especially friends, for early Mass with him, or for lunch or dinner. He just plain liked people.




THE POPE AND THE PRIEST



It so happened that partway through his pontificate, Pope John Paul II met in person with the young Dominican priest Father Maciej Zięba (pronounced: Zhiemba)—a Polish intellectual who had been a promising physicist until he helped edit an underground paper for the Polish trade union, Solidarność, and then recovered his faith and entered into the Dominican way of life, as scholar, spiritual adviser, and preacher. Zięba is a tall, large-boned, cheerful man, as full of jokes and good humor as he is of serious purpose and deep faith in the love of God. Anyone who visits Father Zięba’s offices in the Tertio Millennio Institute in Krakow, Poland, will note with some surprise and admiration the many tokens of paternal esteem the pope showered upon him—framed letters, photos, icons, and small paintings given him as mementos down the years. Anyone who saw the two of them together in private settings would have noted immediately that the pontiff treated “Maciej” like a favorite nephew, breaking into a smile immediately on catching sight of him and trading ripostes with him. Father Zięba was treated in the Vatican as part of the Holy Father’s circle of friends, a favorite among them, perhaps because Father Zięba had, as the pope did, a certain dramatic flair, spiritual depth, and zest for life.


In Father Zięba’s private study there was once upon a time a large photo of Chicago mayor Richard J. Daley Sr., put there partly in jest by his fellow Dominicans, who by uncommon organization got Father Zięba elected twice as provincial superior for the entire Polish Province of Dominicans. Notwithstanding all these additional administrative burdens, Father Zięba was fiercely determined to finish his doctoral thesis in theology on a matter of public intellectual life and social, political, and economic importance in Poland at that time: Catholic social doctrine and its early hesitations and fears regarding both capitalism and democracy. Here Father Zięba was thinking along with John Paul.


It was easy for Zięba, an intellectual, a physicist by training, a man close to the young and to the growth and broad appeal of Solidarność during a crucial period for Lech Walesa, to grasp the connection between democratic institutions and the protection of human rights. It was easy for him, too—a matter of daily observation—to recognize the fallacies and impracticalities in socialist economics. As for capitalism? Well, not many in Poland during the fifty years of Communist denigration of capitalism, or even under the long history of resistance, were parties to “vulgar” commerce. What Poles learned to admire about capitalism came from background scenes in American films, showing the heavily laden meat coolers in the gleaming supermarkets, the casual, well-dressed people, the quiet automobiles gliding down every street. If capitalism was a morally ugly system—as all authorities seemed to say—it certainly seemed to work to the good of ordinary people.


Then, too, a huge proportion of Polish families had at least one relative, perhaps a distant relative, living somewhere in the United States, who would from time to time send photos and sometimes money. Not a few older Poles now back in Poland still collect U.S. social security checks from their younger years of working in America. To other Poles, they seemed very wealthy.


I will never forget the day when the young Father Zięba, in the United States for research, appeared nervously at my office door at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI). These were still the days of Communist control in Poland. As he told me later, he really felt frightened, partly for damage to his reputation in Poland. What if AEI turned out to be a CIA center? What if Michael Novak, who wrote about capitalism and democracy, turned out to be an agent of the Devil himself, aiming to sow confusion and materialistic destruction in the Church? Not only Communists but also anti-Western reactionaries in the Polish church openly expressed those views. Zięba did know that Solidarność, despite being a socialist labor union, had courageously published an underground translation of my book The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism. This did not entirely reassure him.


At the time, I had no real idea of Father Zięba’s fears. I could certainly see that he was nervous. I remember now only that we had a very good talk and then agreed that he should come back over to AEI for some of the public discussions we had. He found it interesting that such a secular organization would want a theologian in the intellectual mix and that in public debate it was all right for me to be fairly explicit about my theological beliefs.


He attended one of our evening discussions on theology and economics among professors of theology and ethics from all the local seminaries and universities. There would be, we could all easily predict, a new papal encyclical on economic systems in 1991, to mark the hundredth anniversary of the first such encyclical, Rerum Novarum, in 1891. After all, under Pius XI there had been a fortieth-anniversary encyclical, and under Paul VI an eightieth-anniversary recollection. The question before this ongoing AEI seminar was, If the Vatican invited you to send in advice, what would you write? We heard from socialists, liberation theologians, liberal economists, and a few (there were only a few) theologians in favor of the free economy. We carried on this seminar about four times every year for a good many years. The seminar was great training for seeing the various sides of every issue—and the strong passions attached to them.







EXAMINING PAPAL THOUGHT ON CAPITALISM



As a grown man, Maciej had returned to his childhood faith. While working for Solidarność, he began to feel a call to become a priest. He had great admiration for the Dominican Order (“the order of preachers”), in part because of its emphasis on deep scholarship and on preaching, and in part because of its combination of the contemplative with the active priestly life. He proved to be gifted in his capacities as a spiritual director and confessor. He has an exceedingly quick and deep mind. He is an eloquent preacher, talking the language of common sense and common experience, but with a depth of insight into the knowledge and love of Christ that one does not often find. Before very long, he was made head of the Dominican publishing house, and some years later the editor of the Sunday supplement in the most widely distributed Catholic newspaper in Poland. He was often on radio broadcasts and with increasing frequency interviewed on television. In fact, he became the number one television commentator each time Pope John Paul II visited Poland. A very popular book was made of his longer commentaries about the pope. Father Zięba’s articles soon began appearing in France, Germany, and the United States.


I am not certain how or where Father Zięba first met the pope, but I do know that it sufficed to bring a smile of affection to the pope’s face if one merely mentioned Maciej’s name. As the years went on, when Maciej was in Rome, he was often invited to the pope’s table for lunch or dinner. The two had many other contacts as well. The young Dominican was invited two or three times to the annual summer seminars that the pope held at Castel Gandolfo for prominent intellectuals from around the world—once a meeting on physics and, on another occasion, to present a paper on the papal teaching on economics, particularly capitalism. (At least once the pope said to him afterward, “Did I write that?” Father Zięba told him, “Yes.”) Not infrequently, letters from the pope would arrive in Krakow, or a small icon or photograph would appear.


From the very first, Father Zięba was invited to join the Summer Seminar on the Free Society that Rocco Buttiglione and I cooked up. Rocco was a professor of metaphysics at the Academy of Philosophy in Liechtenstein and also at the University of Social Sciences (LUISA) in Rome. He had gone to Poland as a young doctor of philosophy to study the phenomenology of ethics and aesthetics that had been developed over two decades by the Polish School, including Lublin University’s Father Karol Wojtyla, later the archbishop of Krakow. Rocco learned Polish and became close to the young archbishop, who had already made something of a name for himself, even internationally, at the Second Vatican Council. Wojtyla intervened with Pope Paul VI, arguing with urgency on behalf of the bishops of Eastern Europe for the necessity of the Declaration of Religious Liberty, which was at that point stalled in the council. According to some authors, that intervention helped persuade the pope to order the draft declaration to the floor quickly before time ran out for final consideration and passage.


Curiously enough, Wojtyla was well placed enough on the council’s drafting committee on the subject of the Church in the modern world to outargue the famous American proponent of religious liberty John Courtney Murray, SJ. Murray had wanted the document to be political and pragmatic so as to avoid interminable arguments over the philosophy of liberty. The declaration ought to be, Murray thought, a set of “articles of peace” between contending parties, which would protect the rights of all pragmatically. By contrast, Wojtyla joined with some of the theologians of the “nouvelle theologie” at the council, including Henri de Lubac, SJ, the brightest light of France and maybe of all Europe. Their view was that the declaration should be rooted in the long scriptural and traditional teaching about the radical freedom of the act of faith. In this act, each single person must make his or her own choice to accept or to reject the friendship that God offers to all. Neither mother nor father, nor brother nor sister, can make that choice of personal conscience. This approach, they thought, would ground the declaration in unimpeachable Catholic theology and thus ensure its longevity no matter what the pragmatic situation of one region or one time. On this point, the Europeans prevailed, even though most credit for the introduction of the theme of religious liberty into the council—and for carrying the early stages of the debate—was for many years given to the Americans.


When, in 1978, Cardinal Wojtyla was suddenly and dramatically elected pope, the first non-Italian pope in many centuries, he asked young Professor Buttiglione to relocate to Rome and give a hand on various matters of theological / social policy that had large philosophical components. Rocco could also help the pope find his early footing in respect to political life in Italy.


It had been Rocco’s idea that some sort of new institution needed to be set up between Americans and Europeans, particularly the Italians and the Eastern Europeans. Both of us worried about the growing gap between European and American intellectual life and the relative isolation of the Church from the American experience. At first we explored the idea of a think tank or regularly meeting seminar in Italy, to which prominent scholars from both continents would be invited. After Pope John Paul II’s astonishing encyclical Centesimus Annus in the spring of 1991, Josef Seifert, the founder and director of the International Academy of Philosophy, invited us to hold a month-long seminar in Liechtenstein. We decided to invite two-thirds of the participants from among Central and Eastern Europe young professionals who had never had a chance to study the classics of freedom (Tocqueville, The Federalist Papers, etc.), intermixed with about one-third from the United States and a handful from Western Europe. For two happy years we met in Liechtenstein.


Then through Rocco and Father Zięba, who had been invited from the first to join the small faculty, Pope John Paul II encouraged us to move the seminar to Poland, either to Lublin or to Krakow. (Derek Cross, who did much of the editing on the English edition of this book, first scouted out those two possible sites and with considerable wisdom recommended the location in Krakow—where, after two summers, he discovered his own vocation to the priesthood.) We have been meeting in the Dominican monastery in Krakow every summer since.


It was through Father Zięba, too, that George Weigel, another member of our faculty, expanded his already substantial list of Polish contacts, in preparation for the biography of Pope John Paul II that became a worldwide classic. We have always counted our little seminar as one providential means by which George’s contacts with the Holy Father increased.


Through Father Zięba, the pope often wrote short (sometimes handwritten) notes to members of the seminar to encourage us in our work. I remember one year when he wrote that he admired the dedication of the young people to study the free society for a summer—at the same age, he said, he would have been hiking in the mountains or kayaking. He thanked us also for studying Centesimus Annus when not even many bishops were studying it. “Well, what can you do?” I seem to remember the pope’s note concluding. (The little letter, framed, hangs on the wall of Father Zięba’s office in Krakow.)


For the opening of the Holy Year in Rome in 2000, the alumni and former teachers of the seminar went to Rome, under George’s leadership. The pope’s staff saw to it that we were given ample tickets to the main events, plus the opportunity to meet privately with the pope himself. More than 130 alumni showed up. Already rather weakened by some wasting disease, the pope spent more than an hour with us, blessing each of us one by one or, in the case of couples, two by two. Our whole group had practiced a Polish Christmas carol for the occasion and sang it for him as a sign of gratitude—and the old man broke into a grin and sang along with us, directing the music with his hand.


Not every year, but often enough, we would receive, via Father Zięba, a letter of greetings and gratitude from the pope. Once when other faculty members had lunch with him in Rome, for which I was absent, he sent me greetings, saying, “Michael says he is Slovak, but he is really Polish.” My friends got a kick out of that. I sent him a note saying that, although by his magisterium I may be Polish (which I took to be, from him, a high compliment), both genetically and by the village of my grandparents’ origins I had to affirm again that I was Slovak. The next time I visited my grandfather’s village, however, I read on a plaque in back of the Castle of Spišské Podhradie, for which the Novaks worked as serfs, that “these eleven counties of Slovakia had belonged to Poland from” 1475 until 1770, or some such dates. So I felt obliged to send the pope another card saying, “You were right again, and I was wrong. Darn that infallibility!”


But none of us competed, except possibly George, for the special care the Holy Father manifested toward Father Zięba. Through Father Zięba—since Dominican business often required him to go to Rome—one Christmas the pope even sent, by hand delivery, blessed oblatky (unleavened wafers) for his “American friends” so that we might each break the bread with our families over the holidays, according to the old Slavic Middle-European custom. The pope also began putting pressure on Father Zięba, even though the latter had been elected provincial superior of the Polish Province, to work speedily to finish his doctorate. That work is reflected in the book the reader now holds in his hands.


The text is sometimes dense and deep, in the manner of phenomenology in Poland, but it is also clear and commonsensical, the qualities Father Zięba most appreciated in American intellectual traditions. Only two dozen or so other Europeans, including Rocco Buttiglione, are as skilled in bridging the gap in understanding between Catholic Europe and Catholic America.


The main focus of this book is the history of Catholic social thought regarding the economic order. In that 120-year tradition, no pope has been so profound, and so in touch with the realities experienced by lay persons, as Pope John Paul II. No other book so well or so thoroughly discusses papal thought on capitalism. For helping Europeans and now, with this translation, Americans to see this history as a whole, and to appreciate the unique place John Paul the Great boldly seized within it, Father Zięba is to be warmly thanked.




MICHAEL NOVAK is an author, a philosopher, and a theologian. He is visiting professor at Ave Maria University and for many years was the George Frederick Jewett Scholar in Religion, Philosophy, and Public Policy at the American Enterprise Institute.
















INTRODUCTION [image: ] CAPITALISM, FREEDOM, AND TRUTH



On March 13, 2013, white smoke emerged from the chimney of the Sistine Chapel, signaling that the Catholic Church had elected a new pope. The latest successor of St. Peter was Cardinal Jorge Mario Bergoglio, archbishop of Buenos Aires, Argentina, who became known as Pope Francis. Initial reports focused on the firsts associated with his papacy: he was the first pope from the Americas, the first Jesuit pope, and the first pontiff to take the name Francis. Commentators quickly tried to gauge the direction the Church would take under Francis’s leadership. Much of the speculation, particularly from the secular press, centered on how the new pope would address people of other religions, handle the Roman Curia, respond to abuse scandals within the Church, and treat issues such as same-sex marriage, abortion, and contraception.


Less discussed, but equally important, was the question of how Pope Francis would influence Catholic social teaching. What is man’s place in society, particularly in economic and political life? How should we regard the institutions of democratic capitalism that have become the model for so much of the world? These questions could not be ignored, especially given the damage wrought by the global economic crisis that began in 2007.


There is, in fact, a well-developed body of Catholic social teaching on the economic and political order. This teaching can be traced back to the social encyclical Pope Leo XIII issued in 1891, Rerum Novarum. In the more than 120 years since, Leo’s successors have built on this encyclical with further teachings on capitalism and socialism, wealth and poverty, democracy and authoritarianism, and more. The importance of Rerum Novarum is reflected in the timing of several subsequent social encyclicals. For example, Pope Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno—released in 1931, during the Great Depression—was published on the fortieth anniversary of Leo’s landmark encyclical; Mater et Magistra (1961) commemorated the seventieth anniversary; Pope John Paul II’s Laborem Exercens (1981), the ninetieth; and John Paul’s Centesimus Annus (1991), the hundredth.


Other social encyclicals dealing with economics have appeared as well—including, in 2009, Pope Benedict XVI’s Caritas in Veritate—but ultimately it is Centesimus Annus that stands out. John Paul’s encyclical is at once in sync with a grand tradition of Catholic social thought and a work of real innovation, which is why it is the primary focus of this book.


To begin, Centesimus Annus provides the most comprehensive answer to a deceptively challenging question: What is the Church’s position on democratic capitalism? For decades commentators of all stripes have tried to enlist Catholic social teaching in their cause, variously arguing that it is left-wing or right-wing, pro-socialist or pro-capitalist, or even pro–“third way.” Such interpretations illustrate what the Acton Institute’s Samuel Gregg calls “the limits of applying secular political categories to something like the Catholic Church.”1


This book aims to correct the misconceptions about the Church’s teachings on economics. Although the teaching has evolved in certain important respects over more than a century, the social encyclicals display a continuity that many observers have missed. As early as Rerum Novarum in the nineteenth century, popes rejected socialism as wrong at its core—as “proposing a remedy far worse than the evil” it was designed to cure, in the words of Quadragesimo Anno. Moreover, it is clear, especially from Centesimus Annus, that a democratic state characterized by the rule of law and endowed with a market economy deserves praise and respect as a place in which human freedom can find expression.


Of course, this praise and respect cannot be unqualified. In taking a comprehensive approach, the encyclicals outline the dangers associated with democratic capitalism as well as the opportunities. In any case, the Church’s teaching on economics and politics is not about endorsing particular social institutions or designing ones of a more “confessional” shape. It reminds us, more broadly, of the relationships between man, society, and the state and of the preeminence of culture over politics and economics.


Catholic social teaching thus makes an essential contribution in moving beyond the narrow confines of secular discourse. The most serious dangers arise when the state and the market are elevated to absolutes in themselves—when man’s spiritual dimensions are subordinated to his material ones. The market economy and the democratic order must operate in a larger culture that allows man to discover the transcendent dignity of each person and realize his humanity by giving himself to his fellow men and to God.


In short, the very survival of democratic capitalism depends on a culture rooted in transcendent truth. For, as Pope John Paul II suggests in Centesimus Annus, in a world without truth, freedom loses its meaning, the market loses its efficiency, and democracy yields to statism and even totalitarianism.










ONE [image: ] A BRIEF HISTORY OF DEMOCRATIC CAPITALISM IN CATHOLIC SOCIAL TEACHING



Any attempt to analyze the continuity and evolution of the Catholic Church’s social teachings on the subject of democratic capitalism is complicated by the fact that the popes have not often used the words democracy and capitalism. In trying to reconstruct the popes’ views, one must draw on the numerous references in the encyclicals to the role of the state, socialism, liberalism, central planning, private ownership, and even the so-called third way—a Christian political-economic system that would challenge existing social solutions.




RERUM NOVARUM



Pope Leo XIII published the first social encyclical, Rerum Novarum (Of Revolution), on May 15, 1891. It was by no means clear at the time that the pope would support the existing political and economic system. Many liberal European states were trying to oust the Roman Catholic Church from the social sphere. The “worker question”—Leo’s term for the increasingly combustible relationship between capitalist owners and wage laborers—threatened to explode the economic order. Finally, and probably most important, rapid social transformations and the erosion of the traditional code of values were bringing a veritable revolution.


Only in this context can the significance of Rerum Novarum’s rather cautious approval of the principles of capitalism be appraised. Oswald von Nell-Breuning, SJ, the distinguished expert on Catholic social teaching, discerned in this encyclical allusions to “an inquiry into the nature and causes of the wealth of nations,” suggesting “some sympathy with Adam Smith.”1 Although the term capitalism does not appear in Rerum Novarum’s pages, Leo treats the then-extant form of capitalism as a system natural and right in principle, if in need of some correction in practice. The encyclical takes a different approach to the competing economic system. Socialism, the pope argues, is wrong at its core. Its psychological source is envy, while its aims—the complete equality of all humans, the abolition of private ownership, and “freedom from pain and trouble”—are utopian. Leo suggests that socialism will break society apart, bring harm to workers, and “rob the lawful possessor.” Socialists “delude the people” and “bring forth evils worse than the present.”2


Leo’s view of the role of the state is complex. The pope—setting aside any concrete political system—treats the state, according to classical Thomist theory, as a societas perfecta responsible for realizing the common good.3 This positive approach to the role of the state had, at the end of the nineteenth century, a particular meaning. On the one hand, it opposed the classical liberal ideal of the minimal state; on the other hand, it indirectly supported the freshly united Italian state, which was itself an example of the new, secular European regimes that had over the course of the nineteenth century replaced the church-allied monarchies of medieval Europe (a development often opposed directly by Church leadership, up to and including the pope).4 We must therefore read the papal affirmations against the backdrop of a Church frequently failing to keep pace with rapid social changes and sometimes longing nostalgically for the ancien régime. Johannes Schasching, SJ, a leading European scholar of Catholic social teaching, notes: “In stressing the meaning of the state for the whole of industrialized society, the pope dispelled the feelings of mistrust many Catholics had towards the state; it stirred, however, in an entirely new way, a feeling of political responsibility.”5


According to Rerum Novarum, the state should recognize the equality of all citizens, safeguard the interests of all, help realize both private and public prosperity, and advocate the improvement of the conditions of the working class through equitable distribution of property and through protection against all forms of exploitation. The state should also promote ownership and secure public peace. The means by which the state should accomplish these aims is seldom specified; this ambiguity leaves room for interpretation by those searching for support for political programs, left or right.


Natural law marks limits to state intervention, the encyclical says. Action that contravenes its rule, even if it claims to be for the good of the state, possesses not the power of law but only the power of force. (Here the pope cites St. Thomas Aquinas.) Government incursion into society should be carried out with no undue interference and within certain limits. State intrusion should not be based on raising taxes and other public obligations. The state should also respect the autonomy and property of the individual and the family, as both man and the family precede the state. The pope writes: “The contention, then, that the civil government should at its option intrude into and exercise intimate control over the family and the household is a great and pernicious error.” State interventions cannot intend “to deprive citizens of their rights, but justly and properly to safeguard and strengthen them.”6


Leo concludes, “The law must not undertake more, nor proceed further, than is required for the remedy of the evil or the removal of the mischief.”7 Thus, although the pope does not use the word subsidiarity in the encyclical, he seems to describe a state functioning according to the subsidiarity principle.8 Pius XI would introduce that principle in its most common formulation in 1931, warning higher-level institutions such as the state against harmful interference in the life of more local communities such as the family. George Weigel, biographer of Pope John Paul II, defines subsidiarity as meaning “the community must not deprive individuals, nor larger communities deprive smaller communities, of the opportunity to do what they can for themselves.”9


Pope Leo XIII views both the state and society from an Aristotelian-Thomist perspective. This perspective is teleological and postulates a harmonious social life: “The purpose and perfection of an association is to aim at and to attain that for which it is formed, and its efforts should be put in motion and inspired by the end and object which originally gave it being.” From this abstract pronouncement the pope moves to the level of social practice, discussing the freedom to form associations and recognizing the positive role of various groups and associations mediating between the individual and the state. First among these is the family: “The family, the ‘society’ of a man’s house—a society very small, one must admit, but none the less a true society, and one older than any State… consequently… has rights and duties peculiar to itself which are quite independent of the state.”10


Leo places great emphasis on the formation of all kinds of associations: of laborers and employers (joint as well as individual organizations); educational, religious, and charitable organizations; and societies of citizens in general. “The State should watch over these societies of citizens banded together in accordance with their rights,” the pope writes, adding, however—in another gesture toward subsidiarity—that it “should not thrust itself into their peculiar concerns and their organization.” He writes, as well, about the right of citizens to choose their statutes, internal regulations, and self-managed organizational bases—something that deserves particular attention given the eminently holistic and teleological character of the pope’s approach to social life: “We do not judge it possible to enter into minute particulars touching the subject of organization.”11 The entire range of circumstances, as well as the demands of the time and place, must be taken into consideration.


The pope’s ideal vision of the harmonious cooperation of social groups and classes neither opposes private initiative nor weakens his awareness of real social problems. This ideal, modeled on the artisans’ guilds of the Middle Ages, was very popular in the nineteenth-century Church, especially among Catholic social activists.12 Leo notes the beauty of the concept but recognizes that at the close of the nineteenth century a medieval system could not be replicated exactly. Hence his comment, tinged with nostalgia, that “nothing more perfect had been known before, or will come to be known in the ages that have yet to be.” Instead, he calls for an evolution of the old model: “Such unions should be suited to the requirements of this our age—an age of wider education, of different habits, and of far more numerous requirements in daily life.”13


The pope then delicately—almost imperceptibly, if one does not take the statement in context—underlines his pluralistic vision: “It is gratifying to know that there are actually in existence not a few associations of this nature, consisting either of workmen alone, or of workmen and employers together, but it were greatly to be desired that they should become more numerous and more efficient.”14 This is a highly significant declaration. Studies on the genesis of Rerum Novarum reveal that just prior to publication of the encyclical, Leo personally added the phrase “either of workmen alone.”15


It was a daring move to support the idea of the association of workers as stemming from natural law, as well as to underline the positive role of labor unions. The dominant opinion in the ecclesiastical world held that the professional guilds were superior, and the era witnessed frequent, even radical conflicts between employers and workers. Moreover, the currents of the age—from the most moderate English trade unionism to anarchism, passing through Lassallism in Germany, French and German social democracy, and revolutionary Marxism—ran in clear opposition to the Catholic Church. Not only did these movements proclaim anticlerical slogans, but also their fundamental ideas challenged the foundations of faith and Christian morality.


In the pages of Rerum Novarum, Leo argues that private property, like the right to form associations, stems from natural law. The pope underscores the essential role of private property by noting that it respects human reason and the freedom of human nature, guarantees individual autonomy, provides the foundation of public prosperity, diminishes social divisions, releases industriousness, and strengthens social stability. Although the pope distinguishes between “rightful ownership” and “rightful use” of resources and their universal destination,16 he emphasizes the importance of private ownership by strongly criticizing communal property. Such an arrangement, the pope argues, weakens initiative by eliminating the connection between effort and reward. Thus it is unfair and harmful for the worker, and damages free society.


In giving private property so much significance, Leo breaks with the Thomist tradition, according to advocates of both classical liberalism and socialism (arguing on completely different grounds). This matter, in fact, became a weighty controversy. But as the eminent social thinker Cardinal Joseph Höffner has demonstrated, Leo’s views are rooted in the teachings of St. Thomas, and any misunderstandings are terminological, not material.17


The pope’s declared neutrality toward the political system of the state constitutes, in and of itself, a novelty in papal teaching. Some interpreters have read the encyclical as a subtle endorsement of democracy. “The social project formulated in Rerum Novarum seemed to some to be indivisible from a democratic-type political system,” writes Patrick de Laubier, “while in the opinion of others it was only about necessary, partial social endeavors which it would be quite possible to reconcile with a traditional system.”18 These and other problems of social Catholicism led Leo to issue another encyclical ten years later on Christian democracy (in contrast to “social democracy”), Graves de Communi Re. Even then, however, the pope treated the subject of political democracy rather marginally. There he wrote, “It would be a crime to distort this name of Christian Democracy to politics.” By the term Christian democracy he primarily meant charitable action conducted among the proletariat.


Although Leo did not deal with political systems in depth, he introduced the word democracy as a natural part of the language of the Church. This signaled a decisive shift from his predecessors: the acceptance of other forms of government besides the monarchic.


Rerum Novarum has been dubbed “the flagship of Catholic social teachings.”19 The label is deserved. In stormy and difficult times for the Church, while preserving the legacy of classical theology and philosophy, this encyclical rejected socialist solutions, criticized fiscalism (that is, government’s use of its taxing and spending powers to shape the economy), and emphasized the significance of private property and free trade. Thus it approved the foundations of the capitalist system even while drawing attention to many essential corrections that it required. It also sketched a vision of society in which the state should play a crucial role but follow the principle of subsidiarity, supporting social activity as well as pluralism and a multitude of local, mediating associations.







QUADRAGESIMO ANNO



Without a doubt, the most important historical event accompanying the publication of Pope Pius XI’s Quadragesimo Anno (The Fortieth Year) on May 15, 1931, was the Great Depression, which had begun in 1929. The worldwide depression had stunned people everywhere, resulting in bank closings,20 spectacular suicides of stock market investors,21 a catastrophic decrease in production,22 and an astronomical rise in unemployment.23 It laid bare the lack of effective legal regulation and the irresponsibility and corruption of those who ran the world’s economy.


In this context, Pius’s summary appraisal comes as no surprise: “All economic life has become tragically hard, inexorable, and cruel.” The sources of this state of affairs were to be found, according to the pope, at the anthropological level—in individualism. Negating the social nature of ownership, and facilitating the separation of economics and ethics, individualism led to a threefold struggle: “First, there is the struggle for economic supremacy itself; then there is the bitter fight to gain supremacy over the State in order to use in economic struggles its resources and authority; finally there is conflict between States themselves.”24 Unbridled free competition thus leads to the despotic rule of a plutocracy and permits the victory of the most ruthless of its representatives—it leads to suicide.


According to Pius, the philosophical setting that allowed these pathological developments in economic life was economic liberalism. Liberalism had shown itself “utterly unable to solve the social problem aright,” which led to an idolatry of economic laws, reduced the role of the state to that of a “night watchman,” secured privileges for those with capital (in accordance with the so-called Manchester School), and opposed labor unions.25


The pope’s terminology is imprecise and hence subject to varied interpretations. From the context of Quadragesimo Anno one could conclude that Pius was concerned with extreme versions of classical liberalism that saw property rights as absolute and economic laws as impersonal and unchanging, analogous to the laws of physical science. These concepts, he observes, would be unfavorable to the state and negate the social nature of man. That the pope had ideological liberalism in mind—as a comprehensive vision of reality—is indicated by the encyclical’s use of the phrase “idols of Liberalism.”26


Several symptoms of social life confirmed the pope’s appraisal. In the preceding years employers tended to receive more favorable treatment from governments than did employee organizations such as labor unions—a function often of a blind faith in the market and fear of state intervention, lack of antispeculative legislation and effective control, and the consolidation of immense power in the hands of economic dictators. Under such conditions, social injustice could flourish and the crisis could grow. On the other hand, the rise of monopolies and the concentration of economic power were mainly caused not by the liberalization but by the politicization of the economy. Furthermore, some of Pius’s views (for example, regarding the Manchester School) were echoes of widely spread opinions rather than the result of analysis of primary-source materials.


Pius’s critical opinion of the liberal order does not result in a more indulgent appraisal of socialism in Quadragesimo Anno. Far from it. The pope describes socialism as causing “extreme harm” to the working classes.” Pius treats the two rival factions of socialism—communist and social democratic—not as two separate realities but as two pieces of one whole. Referring to the experience of the USSR, the pope concludes, “We, therefore, deem it superfluous to warn upright and faithful children of the Church regarding the impious and iniquitous character of Communism.” He devotes much more attention to the “more moderate” form of socialism, which downplays the role of class conflict and the nationalization of property. The pope’s message is explicit: he rejects any and all attempts to give socialism a Christian face—to “meet Socialism halfway, as it were.” Pius concludes, “There are some allured by the foolish hope that socialists in this way will be drawn to us. A vain hope!”27


Explaining that man is endowed with a social nature to broadly develop his faculties and achieve temporal and eternal happiness, Pius writes that socialism, “wholly ignoring and indifferent to this sublime end of both man and society, affirms that human association has been instituted for the sake of material advantage alone.” Such a pragmatic approach to society is connected in socialist thought with the need to socialize production. As a result, the pope writes, socialism requires people to “surrender and subject themselves entirely to society” with a view to the production of goods. This, in turn, leads to the claim that “the higher goods of man, liberty not excepted, must take a secondary place and even be sacrificed to the demands of the most efficient production of goods.” Pragmatism as a social norm, the socialization of the individual, the deprivation of the individual’s transcendence, and the slavery stemming therefrom are, according to Pius, inherent in socialist doctrine. This leads to the pope’s unequivocal conclusion: “No one can be at the same time a good Catholic and a true socialist.”28


Quadragesimo Anno’s decisive criticism of both classical liberalism and socialism inevitably provokes the question of finding an intermediary solution—a third way. Pius, like Leo XIII before him, nostalgically recalls the guild system of the Middle Ages, and he appears more optimistic about adapting it to twentieth-century reality. This is why—standing face to face with the Great Depression and totalitarian Stalinist Russia, with unlimited free competition and individualism, on the one hand, and collectivism and central planning, on the other—the pope opts for a guild system that unites employers and employees in a collaboration for the common good. Pius regards with clear sympathy political attempts to reform a capitalism in deep crisis. Still, he notices the fundamental difference between the social life he postulates, based on freely created and autonomous fraternities, and the bureaucratic and political corporatism through which the state gains prerogatives for itself against the individual.29


Corporatism, broadly speaking, is a system of economic organization that sees the various bodies within society (for example, labor unions, firms, business groups), rather than individuals, as the main economic actors. It can take on a benign form that simply recognizes the importance of mediating institutions, or it can be manifested in a state-dominated economy that tramples on individual human rights. Pius’s scholastic vision of society, the idealism characteristic of it (more easily seen from today’s perspective), the frequent references to Quadragesimo Anno by Mussolini, Salazar, Franco, and the leaders of Latin American juntas—all helped to popularize a stereotype of Pius XI as the “father of corporatism.” But the corporatism of fascist Italy was not the corporatism of the Roman pontiff. The term’s equivocal meaning often disguises the economic and political foundations of the pope’s proposed solutions.


From reading Quadragesimo Anno one might conclude that corporatism is, in essence, capitalism reformed through social justice and charity. For example, the pope calls for us to “restore society… on the firmly established basis of social justice and social charity.” But one must keep in mind that Pius uses the term society in reference to capitalism as it actually existed. Recall that he rejects the alternatives: either completely unfettered competition or economic dictatorship. Pius claims that free competition is “justified and certainly useful provided it is kept within certain limits”; those limits require higher principles—the principles of social justice and charity.30


The German-Swiss economist Wilhelm Röpke rejected the idea that Quadragesimo Anno laid out a program of corporatism: “In each place where the ‘ordines’ [corporations, or professional communities] are mentioned and where their establishment is recommended, it is done simply with the social purpose of obtaining an improvement of the relations between employers and employees, that is to say, with the aim of dissipating the class struggle, and not of killing competition in the market.” Röpke concluded, “I have been unable to find in the Encyclical any passage sanctioning the belief that an order based on the market economy should be replaced by another.”31


Thorough analysis of the encyclical confirms this conclusion. Even in criticizing the economic system, Pius clearly states that “this system is not to be condemned in itself. And surely it is not of its own nature vicious.” Problems occur, he explains, “when capital hires workers, that is, the non-owning working class, with a view to and under such terms that it directs business and even the whole economic system according to its own will and advantage, scorning the human dignity of the workers, the social character of economic activity and social justice itself, and the common good.” Elsewhere, after analyzing the capitalist system, the pope describes the evolution of socialism, writing, “One section of Socialism has undergone almost the same change that the capitalistic economic system, as We have explained above, has undergone. It has sunk into Communism.”32 This means that the earlier critique of capitalism refers to its extreme and radical form; that critique therefore does not call for replacing capitalism with some new system of corporatism.


Pius explicitly endorses a market economy (properly regulated) as the path out of the Great Depression. The situation of the working class will improve, according to the pope, not simply through charity but also, and more important, through investments and the creation of abundant “opportunity for gainful work,” which reflect the virtue of generosity. This whole description of economic life is characterized by realism. Pius notes, despite the crisis, the economic growth of the Western world and the betterment of the condition of the working class. To continue that growth and improvement requires the deproletarianization of laborers, which helps them advance themselves and democratizes property. Advising immediate reform, the pope nonetheless keeps economic reality in mind; he writes, for example, “Everyone knows that an excessive lowering of wages, or their increase beyond due measure, causes unemployment.”33


Underscoring the fundamental meaning of the right to private property, Pius demonstrates the consistency of his attitude with the views of Leo XIII. But he explains, even more clearly than did his predecessor, the dual—individual and social—nature of ownership. He also reminds the reader of the universal destination of created goods, the moral truth that the resources of the world ought to benefit all of humanity, not only the fortunate few. Referring to Rerum Novarum, he recalls the difference between the right to ownership and the right to usage. Here, however, he adds that although the honest use of goods is a moral responsibility, it is false “to hold that a right to property is destroyed or lost by reason of abuse or non-use.”34


Moreover, the pope criticizes statism. He maintains that the state should be responsible for the legal regulation of a system of ownership that would take into account its dual nature, but it must not “discharge its duty arbitrarily.” The state alone cannot create the conditions for economic and social growth. The problem, Pius suggests, is that the massive modern state has crowded out society’s vital mediating institutions: “When we speak of the reform of institutions, the State comes chiefly to mind, not as if universal well-being were to be expected from its activity, but because things have come to such a pass through the evil of what we have termed ‘individualism’ that, following upon the overthrow and near extinction of that rich social life which was once highly developed through associations of various kinds, there remain virtually only individuals and the State.”35


Once again Pius demonstrates the consistency of his views with Leo’s. He recounts his predecessor’s teachings on the subject of the right to free assembly and the right to choose the forms of association, and above all he strongly formulates the principle of subsidiarity, which he sees as “fixed and unshaken in social philosophy,” a “most weighty principle” that cannot be set aside or changed.” In other words, Pius explains, “Just as it is gravely wrong to take from individuals what they can accomplish by their own initiative and industry and give it to the community, so also it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and disturbance of right order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and subordinate organizations can do. For every social activity ought of its very nature to furnish help to the members of the body social, and never destroy and absorb them.”36 For Pius, then, the ideal is a decentralized state created by an active and self-organizing society, rich in social ties and independently undertaking the tasks standing before it.


By carefully examining the meaning of the words liberalism and corporation as the pope understood them, one sees that the vision of social life outlined in Quadragesimo Anno—in both its economic and political dimensions—clearly does not promote a corporatist third way or condemn liberalism.37 Truer would be the opposite opinion, expressed by Röpke, one of the most distinguished representatives of the then-emerging “Ordoliberal” school (which gave rise to the German “economic miracle” after World War II): “Indeed, the ‘liberal’ quintessence of this document cannot be denied, so long as we take this word in its large and eternal sense of a civilization based on man and upon a healthy balance between the individual and community; so long, in short, as we accept liberalism as the antipodes of collectivism.”38


Quadragesimo Anno sketches a vision of a capitalist system directed by social justice and charity, one in which property and the economy are democratized and the state is decentralized. In other words, the encyclical lays out the foundations of the form of politics and economics that would later be called “democratic capitalism.”







MATER ET MAGISTRA



Thirty years after Quadragesimo Anno, and on the seventieth anniversary of the publication of Rerum Novarum, the social encyclical of Pope John XXIII analyzed social life in a manner more selective than that of his predecessors. As Oswald von Nell-Breuning, SJ, commented in October 1961, whereas Quadragesimo Anno contrasts a contemporary, disordered social climate with an immutable image of a healthy social order, Mater et Magistra (Mother and Teacher) concerns itself with capturing the latest tendencies in the development of social life in order to influence them. Such a perspective automatically creates difficulties in interpretation. The encyclical, in fact, has often been overinterpreted, treated as “leftist” or “rightist,” “global” or “Eurocentric,” “progressive” or “conservative,” “avantgarde” or “supporting the status quo.”


Czeslaw Strzeszewski is correct when he writes: “Rerum Novarum has been described as the encyclical on commutative justice, Quadragesimo Anno on social justice, and Mater et Magistra on distributive justice. The first of these primarily deals with the relationship of the employer to the employee, the second with the organization of social life from the perspective of the social good, and the last with the fair distribution of social income among social groups and world income among particular nations.”39 Yet as Michael Novak points out, Mater et Magistra includes new motifs, with John shifting away from the emphasis on distributive justice to what could be called “productive justice.”40


This 1961 encyclical was written in the context of a postwar world experiencing dynamic changes. The pope writes, above all, about scientific and technical advancement. In the arena of social progress, he notes the development of insurance and other social welfare programs, the rise in education levels, the increase in prosperity, the broadened opportunity for advancement and the resulting decrease in class differences, and the growing awareness of the global dimension of social problems. The world was also witnessing political changes: ample access to public functions nearly independent of social and economic status, an increased sphere of state intervention, the decolonization of Asia and Africa, and an increase in international connections and, as a result, numerous associations and institutions of international scope.


From the point of view of our specific interest here, the first part of the encyclical takes on particular significance. It includes a series of weighty and explicit statements illustrating the principles of social life. “It should be stated at the outset,” John writes, “that in the economic order first place must be given to the personal initiative of private citizens working either as individuals or in association with each other in various ways for the furtherance of common interests.” The pope adds that state intervention is acceptable only if it leads to economic growth and, from there, to an advantage for all the citizens. Such intervention—which does the work of “directing, stimulating, co-ordinating, supplying and integrating” growth—must always be supported by the principle of subsidiarity. (Here the pope cites in full the formulation of this principle from Quadragesimo Anno.) John notes that governments could stimulate scientific and technical progress and thus help economic development, and that in recent decades they assumed more responsibility for controlling disturbances in the market and for the problem of mass unemployment. He argues that such protective government intervention must “never be exerted to the extent of depriving the individual citizen of his freedom of action”; instead, it must “augment his freedom while effectively guaranteeing the protection of his essential personal rights.” John emphasizes this point when he adds, “Every economic system must permit and facilitate the free development of productive activity.”41
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