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My task is to set out the teaching in Roman Catholicism on the production of wealth.  It is a task long overdue because it has sometimes been charged that any emphasis on the production of wealth is lacking in Catholic social teaching.  The evidence shows otherwise.  My task is also to delineate the dangers, according to Catholic social teaching, when there is too much emphasis on the production of wealth.  It is noteworthy that it is the primary critic of Catholic social teaching regarding the production of wealth, Michael Novak, who overlooks the dangers inherent in that production.


In what follows, I will provide evidence of Catholic social teaching’s attention to economic initiative in the production of wealth.  Then, I will detail the dangers of such production.  Catholic teaching describes a  number of such dangers: a misunderstanding of the distinction between capitalism and the market economy, a tendency to view the decline of ‘Real Socialism’ as a victory for capitalism, a lack of adequate limits on the accumulation of property for private use, an underestimation of the negative social impact of a large gap between rich and poor, and a blithe attitude toward consumerism.
Part I: Economic Initiative and the Production of Wealth
Modern Catholic social teaching begins with Pope Leo XIII’s 1891 document, Rerum novarum.  Here we find already an emphasis on the importance of human incentive, initiative, creativity, and the production of wealth.  Leo states that the ability to reason and so creatively consider the future is what distinguishes humans from other animals.  Through work, a person, “leaves, as it were, the impress of his own personality” on nature.  Under socialism, “the sources of wealth would themselves run dry, for no one would have any interest in exerting his talents or his industry.”  In the second document of the corpus of modern Catholic social teaching, the 1931 encyclical Quadragesimo anno, Pius XI critiques Mussolini’s corporatism, arguing that, “the state is substituting itself in the place of private initiative, instead of limiting itself to necessary and sufficient help and assistance.”
  Pius articulates the principle of subsidiarity as a way to regulate the interaction between the state on the one hand and initiative in the economic and other social spheres on the other.  Pius writes: 

It is a fundamental principle of social philosophy, fixed and unchangeable, that one should not withdraw from individuals and commit to the community what they can accomplish by their own enterprise and industry.  So, too, it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and a disturbance of right order, to transfer to the larger and higher collectivity functions which can be performed and provided for by lesser and subordinate bodies.  Inasmuch as every social activity should, by its very nature, prove a help to members of the body social, it should never destroy or absorb them.  The state authorities should leave to other bodies the care and expediting of business and activities of lesser moment.


Pius follows, in the 1937 document Divini redemptoris, with the claim that states can intervene in the lives of persons, but only “supposing always the necessary respect for liberty and private initiative.”


Although John XXIII receives little mention by Novak, with the exception of the charge that he is guilty of fostering a “proliferation of rights,” the pontiff is noteworthy for the number of times and the force with which he discusses human initiative in the economic sphere.  This is particularly the case in Mater et magistra, which nonetheless came under particular attack from Catholic neo-conservatives.
  In the section on private initiative and state intervention in economic life, John writes, “At the outset it should be affirmed that in economic affairs first place be given to the private initiative of individual men who, either working by themselves, or with others in one fashion or another, pursue their common interests.”  The Pope then cites Pius on the principle of subsidiarity.  John writes, “Experience, in fact shows that where private initiative of individuals is lacking, political tyranny prevails.  Moreover, much stagnation occurs in various sectors of the economy, and hence all sorts of consumer goods and services, closely connected with the needs of the body and more especially the spirit, are in short supply.  Beyond doubt, the attainment of such goods and services provides remarkable opportunity and stimulus for individuals to exercise initiative and industry.”  Such “experience,” particularly when coupled with the principle of subsidiarity, yields a directive for state activity.  “For this principle must always be retained: that State activity in the economic field, no matter what its breadth or depth may be, ought not be exercised in such a way as to curtail an individual’s freedom of personal initiative.  Rather it should work to expand that freedom as much as possible by the effective protection of the essential personal rights of each and every individual.”  References to personal economic initiative are scattered throughout the rest of the document.
  In Pacem in terris, John quotes himself in Mater et magistra with regard to personal freedom and the consequent limits on state activity.  Pacem in terris proceeds to ground these points in an understanding of human dignity that gives rise to the right of a person to “act chiefly on his own initiative.”


There is no drop in the accent on personal initiative and the reasons for it in the writings of Paul VI.  In Populorum Progressio, he is unblinking.  “The introduction of industry is a necessity for economic growth and human progress; it is also a sign of development and contributes to it.  By persistant work and use of his intelligence man gradually wrests nature’s secrets from her and finds a better application for her riches.  As his self-mastery increases, he develops a taste for research and discovery, an ability to take a calculated risk, boldness in enterprises.”  Paul’s Octogesima adveniens continues the themes when it states, “In no other age has the appeal to the imagination of society been so explicit.  To this should be devoted enterprises of invention and capital as important as those invested for armaments or technological achievements.”  Single-party Marxism fails in this regard because, if installed, it “would deprive individuals and other groups of any possibility of initiative and choice.”

Novak wrote The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism in 1982, nine years before Centesimus annus.  In a chapter titled, “The Bias Against Democratic Capitalism,” he charges that even though Catholic social teaching has condemned the philosophical roots of socialism and has “respected some of the fundamental principles of democratic capitalism,” it is still “closer to a mild form of socialism than to democratic capitalism.”  This is, Novak writes, because Catholic social teaching has paid little if any attention to the way in which democratic capitalism fosters initiative and thus produces wealth.  Catholic social teaching “has little to say about markets and incentives, the ethics of production, and the habits, disciplines, and organization necessary for the creation of wealth,” though John Paul II’s reflections on creativity in Laborem exercens “show promise.”


Novak’s The Catholic Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, written in 1993, is an expanded commentary on Centesiumus annus and also an updating of The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism.  In it, Novak describes the encyclical as a “sonic boom,” whereby John Paul II parts with previous teaching, even his own earlier documents, to become, “the Pope of economic enterprise.”  On this reading, John Paul is the first pope to recognize “economic initiative.”  Moreover, according to Novak, the Pope places economic initiative second only to religious liberty.  This is, “fresh material, indeed.”
  In short, Novak reads the presence of awareness of the role of economic initiative in Centesimus annus as signaling a fundamental shift in Catholic social teaching as a whole.  We can see from the evidence cited above that this reading of Catholic social teaching is grossly mistaken.  When we turn to the liabilities of too much of an emphasis on the production of wealth, we will see that Novak is mistaken about other aspects of Catholic social teaching as well.

Part II: The Liabilities of Excessive Emphasis on Wealth Production

One liability of an emphasis on the production of wealth is to assume that all economies that produce wealth are good.  However, modern Catholic social teaching has always distinguished between better and worse forms of market economy, and has been critical of the excesses of capitalism.  No one has been more forceful on this point than John Paul II.  In Laborem exercens, he argues that any market economy that puts things before persons is, by definition, capitalist.  In this 1981 document, John Paul II defines the free or market economy as a market economy which is situated in a comprehensive society such that there is recognition of the primacy of the whole person over simple material well-being and of the common good over individual interest. Capitalism, by definition, reverses the priorities. “Precisely this reversal of order, whatever the program or name under which it occurs, should rightly be called ‘capitalism.’”  The Pope is consistent in applying this free market/capitalism distinction ten years later in Centesimus annus, is what is now an oft-cited pair of paragraphs:
Can it perhaps be said that, after the failure of communism, capitalism is the victorious social system, and that capitalism should be the goal of the countries now making efforts to rebuild their economy and society?  Is this the model which ought to be proposed to the countries of the Third World which are searching for the path to true economic and civil progress?


The answer is obviously complex.  If by capitalism is meant an economic system which recognizes the fundamental and positive role of business, the market, private property and the resulting responsibility for the means of production, as well as free human creativity in the economic sector, then the answer is certainly in the affirmative, even though it would perhaps be more appropriate to speak of a business economy, market economy, or simply free economy.  But if by capitalism is meant a system in which freedom in the economic sector is not circumscribed within a strong juridical framework which places it at the service of human freedom in its totality, and which sees it as a particular aspect of that freedom, the core of which is ethical and religious, then the reply is certainly negative (emphases in original).


Novak cites this passage to back the claim, “We are all capitalists now, even the Pope,” and that therefore there is “only one form of economics,”
 but this interpretation is obviously wrong, as is evident in the Pope’s own words.  John Paul II insists in Centesimus annus, that “it is unacceptable to say that the defeat of so-called ‘Real Socialism’ leaves capitalism as the only model of economic organization.”  Indeed, the Pope is careful to point out that “Western countries,” in particular, “run the risk of seeing this collapse as a one-sided victory of their own economic system, and thereby failing to make necessary corrections in that system.”  John Paul indicates as many as eight times in the document that there is no such victory, once in the very paragraph that Novak cites to support his contrary claim.  The pontiff writes, “The Marxist solution has failed, but the realities of marginalization and exploitation remain in the world...Indeed, there is a risk that a radical capitalistic ideology could spread which refuses even to consider these problems.”
 


What is at stake is in the market economy/capitalism distinction is not mere semantics for John Paul, but a normative distinction that must be upheld if there is to be any clarity in economic thought from a moral perspective.  The relationship between the juridically circumscribed market economy on the one hand and the priorities of the whole person over solely material well-being and of the common good over individual interest on the other is this: it is precisely when the market overruns its boundaries and invades other areas of social life that materialism and individualism become predominant. Drawing a term from Paul VI, John Paul II calls such a phenomenon, the “consumer society,” which finds more in common with Marxism than Catholic social teaching. The consumer society “seeks to defeat Marxism on the level of pure materialism by showing how a free market society can achieve a greater satisfaction of material human needs than communism, while equally excluding spiritual values.  In reality, while on the one hand it is true that this social model shows the failure of Marxism to contribute to a humane and better society, on the other hand, insofar as it denies an autonomous existence and value to morality, law, culture and religion, it agrees with Marxism, in the sense that it totally reduces man to the sphere of economics and the satisfaction of material needs.”
 


Only if one accepts the distinction between the free market and capitalism can one understand John Paul's claim, in one paragraph, both that the “church acknowledges the legitimate role of profit” and that it is “unacceptable to say that the defeat of so called ‘Real Socialism’ leaves capitalism as the only model of economic organization.”
  Novak, however, rejects the distinction.  Despite the Pope’s insistence that “the human inadequacies of capitalism and the resulting domination of things over people are far from disappearing” and in some respects have worsened, Novak equates the Pope’s understanding of capitalism with a bypassed “early” or “primitive” capitalism and so dismisses John Paul’s distinction between capitalism and the free market as “ironic” because, the argument goes, it does not apply to the capitalism Novak espouses.  The differences between John Paul and Novak, according to the latter, then, are merely terminological.  The capitalism/free market distinction is “probably because of European emotional resistance to the word ‘capitalism,’” an irrational response the Pope shares with an outmoded political left.
  


Novak’s rejection of the capitalism/free market distinction results in an economic worldview that is binary, even dualistic: there are only two models, capitalism and socialism.  Such a dualism allows Novak to make two rhetorical moves.  The first move is, despite textual evidence to the contrary that is significant both in its quality and quantity, to claim that Centesimus annus holds that the defeat of “Real Socialism” means that capitalism is victorious; the second move allowed by the dualistic view is the charge that any criticism of capitalism as he understands it necessarily rests in a socialist, or at minimum a “leftist” economic theory, and is ipso facto groundless and can be dismissed.
  Recognizing the Pope’s distinction would require addressing the complexities of the alternatives.


It is worth staying with issue of consumer society and the concomitant gap between rich and poor that John Paul II and Catholic social teaching take to be the greatest threats of an economy that produces significant wealth.  Novak claims that the gap between rich and poor is not morally relevant as long as the poor are materially better off than in previous arrangements.  He writes, “This ‘gap’ is not the moral point, but the need for rapid improvement of the lot of the poor.”  In Toward the Future: Catholic Social Thought and the U.S. Economy, a document he drafted for the self-appointed “Lay Commission on Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy,” Novak goes even further to say that it is “improper to concentrate on ‘the gap’ alleged to exist between rich and poor countries.”
  John Paul, however, does “allege” just such a gap. In Dives in misericordia, he emphasizes both the fact and the moral importance of the widening gap. “This fact is universally known. The state of inequality between individuals and between nations not only still exists; it is increasing. It still happens that side by side with those who are wealthy and living in plenty there exist those living in want, suffering misery...This is why moral uneasiness is destined to become more acute.”  He elaborates on the issue at several points in Sollicitudo rei socialis and comments, “The word gap returns spontaneously to mind” (emphasis in text).
 


It would seem, them that Novak would have to charge that John Paul's focus on the rich-poor gap is "improper." Given his desire to appear in conformity with the Pope, this charge creates problems.  Therefore, in The Catholic Ethic, Novak attempts to resolve this dilemma by claiming that John Paul refers to the gap only “metaphorically.”
 It is unclear to this writer how someone could read the above passages with all their concreteness and conclude that the gap that the Pope refers to is merely metaphorical. Rather, it appears that there is a gap between Novak and John Paul on the question of the moral significance of the gap between rich and poor. 


Also lacking in The Catholic Ethic is any critique of consumerism.  Rather, there is a chiding of those “who too glibly denigrate `consumerism.”
  For Novak, following Adam Smith, the gap between rich and poor is morally insignificant as long as the poor are materially better off. Capitalism produces more overall wealth than other economic systems to such an extent that even with a wide rich-poor gap, the poor are indeed materially better off. What helps drive the production of goods is consumer demand. In short, consumerism is the activity that inspires and enables businesses to produce more goods and thus wealth.


W. Michael Cox, Vice President of the Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas makes such a case for consumerism in a column in The New York Times titled, "The Consumer Will Prevail."  We need not worry about recent instability in the stock market, he argues, because American consumerism provides a steady source of economic growth. He is worth quoting at length:

Americans are the world's most dedicated consumers. We've been on a buying spree for five decades. We've spent on everything -- clothing, electronic gadgets, travel, entertainment, services of all descriptions. Our houses got bigger and better equipped, from kitchen to garage. Vehicle ownership per capita jumped 83 percent in the past quarter century. One television used to be enough, but now three-quarters of the households in the United States have two or more. Americans long ago moved beyond the basic needs of food, clothing and shelter. These categories today command just 37 percent of the household budget compared to 76 percent in 1901. Yet there's always something more we want to buy, given the right price. Indeed, it's the mark of a wealthy society that consumers keep finding new goods and services to buy. Who can doubt it when we're paying for bottled water, free-range chickens, liposuction, pet orthodontists and psychics...We're already seeing markets emerge for satellite-based navigational devices, computers that listen to us, custom-fitted shoes and jeans, and cellular phones that ring anywhere on Earth. Admittedly, this five-decade buying spree has had a few lulls, but I'm not worried about one now.


What does not occur to Cox, and is not adequately addressed by Novak in The Catholic Ethic, is that this seemingly unending quest for more and more of ever more specialized and refined items and services is a spiritual and moral malady. Recall that John Paul's definition of capitalism -- as distinct from the free economy -- as that form of market economy that places material well-being before the whole person and individual self-interest before the common good. A consumer society is that society where the market ethos expands to every area of life, overtaking other orders of value so that the only value is material gain for the self. 


The Pope describes such a society quite forcefully at several points. In Redemptor hominis, he links consumer society to the rich-poor gap, which, again, Novak holds to be “not the moral point.” John Paul writes, “Indeed everyone is familiar with the picture of the consumer civilization, which consists in a certain surplus of goods necessary for man and for entire societies -- and we are now dealing with the rich highly developed societies -- while the remaining societies -- at least broad sectors of them -- are suffering from hunger, with many people dying each day of starvation and malnutrition. Hand in hand go a certain abuse of freedom by one group -- an abuse linked precisely with a consumer attitude uncontrolled by ethics -- and a limitation by it of the freedom of the others, that is to say those suffering marked shortages and being driven to conditions of even worse misery and destitution.”


It is in Sollicitudo rei socialis that John Paul identifies consumerism not only as a key component of the material problem of the rich-poor gap, but as a spiritual blight.  It is perhaps best, then, to end with his words.  He refers to, “the sad effects of this blind submission to pure consumerism: in the first place a crass materialism, and at the same time a radical dissatisfaction, because one quickly learns -- unless one is shielded from the flood of publicity and the ceaseless and tempting offers of products -- that the more one possesses the more one wants, while deeper aspirations remain unsatisfied and perhaps even stifled.
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