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Foreword
 
If it is true (which it is) that man and not fate determines human history and man’s present situation, and if it is true that the errors men make have negative consequences, then the modern world is our responsibility. We are, of course, responsible for the way democracy functions poorly, for the crisis in society and customs, and so on, but we are also responsible for the economic imbalances resulting from economic “science,” which in fact is not a science, and from the difficulty we humans have in using economics as a means for the common good and managing it with a moral sense. 
We realize that there is currently a crisis affecting man and the whole of civilization, but this crisis has existed for as long as man has existed, or more precisely, ever since man fell into sin. Not even the coming of Jesus Christ was enough to end it. Jesus showed us a path of individual salvation, of choosing between eternal economics and wholly earthly economics, but the awareness of evil and sin have faded over time and continue to do so today. The significance of human life, and the sense of what life and destiny are all about, are deteriorating faster than ever, and the quality and value of the civilization we are experiencing are waning. 
We could say that our society is marked by absolute forms of humanism, liberalism, idealism, relativism, etc., the result of which is the disappearance of truth and certainty, and consequently the refusal to accept a moral law that is not generated by one’s own free and independent conscience. What happens to economics without moral reference points that give it meaning? The economy becomes an instrument for dominating nature, with its autonomous laws (and morals). 
Catholicism instead views the economy as a means to be used for the good of man, a means to be perfected as an instrument of salvation in the light of eternity, for those who use it and benefit from it. The principles and considerations that follow are expounded without any particular order and are sometimes repeated. They are the fruit of notes and reflections made over the years. Some of these reflections will cite the person who inspired them. They may be useful for reflection and individual formation for those who want to submit the instrument of economics to truth and the good, for the greater well-being of man.
 


Principles
 
1
 
Materialism, which we shall frequently consider in this collection of principles and reflections on morals in economics, is the consequence of idealism. Idealism, the autonomous thought that excludes any other reality, is absolute pride. This allows, or even forces, the formation of our thought and will to be determined by our instincts, needs and passions, and so generates materialism which, as a philosophy and principle of action, necessitates the so-called pragmatism that leads us to seek only satisfaction, utility, efficiency and self-interest, without heeding our conscience.
Idealism exalts human intelligence, almost deifying it, with the logical consequence of man’s absolute independence from any creator, leading to atheism and agnosticism. Idealistic morality is therefore a (pragmatic) form of morality that does not speak of a good to be reached or the purposes of actions and objects, and which too often confuses ends with means, bestowing moral autonomy on economics. Thus economics, no longer guided by moral norms based on recognized truths, manufactures truths for itself according to its needs, deciding that what is useful is also the good (and the only good), often renaming anarchy “economic liberty,” or perhaps giving the name of “economic assistance” to what really is dirigisme or monopolistic state totalitarianism. This turns the economist into a type of high priest who possesses the keys to good and evil—which is going too far.
 
2
 
We must not be afraid to speak about morality in economics. Some would like economics to have its own moral “autonomy” so as to justify every action, or at least for economics not to have to submit to “various types of morals in the global world,” but who’s afraid of morals? Morals will never question the functioning of economic models, since the latter are a means, and morals are only concerned with the ends, that is, the meanings of our choices. Good and evil, which every man can commit, have an impact on society; therefore the degree of a nation’s civilization, in any age, is measured by the use made of its instruments, including the economic ones. This is based on the notion of good and evil, not just on what is useful or efficient. Thus it is necessary to rediscover what is good and to have the courage to teach it unreservedly. If there were any doubt as to how to apply these moral norms, it would be enough to consider what criteria we apply to the creation of riches and the use we make of them. But one must think about this, and then he will see that the problem always concerns the necessary distinction between ends and means—a distinction not always clear to everyone. We therefore encourage all to examine this distinction as a priority.
 
3
 
We have the impression that man’s moral progress in recent years has been inversely proportional to his progress in science and technology. Such knowledge in the hands of an immature man is the equivalent of a speeding car driven by a child. It is sufficient to observe the considerations made by the “learned” of this age regarding the meaning of life and regarding human nature, love, the family, procreation, and life and death. Would they have us believe that with the skills learned from science (biology, genetics, economics itself…) we can perfect human life, when they cannot even show us that they know what man is, what his end is, or what makes him happy or unhappy? How can we believe them?
 
4
 
If there were any doubt about man’s “economic” obligations starting from the moment of Creation, it would suffice to read or reread the Old Testament carefully. The Book of Genesis tells how man was created and put in the Garden of Eden ut operaretur, “so that he would work it” (Gen 1:28); therefore he was not obliged to work only after being expelled from the earthly paradise, but even while he was still in it. This fact is not without deep significance, as God created man to love Him, to serve Him and to give Him glory; this is something closely related to work and gives it a divine purpose and most noble origin of which we should be proud: that of complementing Creation. Man’s obligation to work did not begin with the Fall; however, now he must do so with fatigue: “In the sweat of your brow shall you eat your bread” (Gen 3:19). “Fallen” man must rise again through work. If this is clear to us, we cannot skip the step of reflecting on what this means in practice, today, whatever we do and wherever we are.
 
5
 
Ideologies are oriented to an end without evaluating the means, often confusing the means with the end: think of Marxism or Nazism. We must look for the meaning of acts that use the means, and always distinguish between the means and the ends.
 
6
 
Do you know how to produce wealth? This can be your mission for the benefit of your neighbor who does not know how, and it is therefore your duty to do so, but producing wealth is a means and not an end. Are you ignorant of how to produce wealth? Do what you know how to do as best you can, and do not envy those who know how to produce it. It is better to take advantage of the friendship of those who know how, being grateful towards them and helping them find meaning in their work.
 
7
 
Work becomes less burdensome when you consider it as a means rather than an end, and naturally if it does have an end. As a means, work must and can always be done better (in spite of failures and fatigue), and this can be done if the end becomes more ambitious. 
 
8
 
The so-called alienation of man is not due to the obligation to work (which everyone can understand, as work is necessary for earning one’s living), but is rather a reaction against a certain model of production which deprives man of other natural needs (real needs), without any explanation as to why. Alienation is the lack of clear meaning in one’s work life. Does the economic “scientist” have any solution to this problem? 
 
9
 
Learn from children the essence of work. Even they need to “work,” and if they do so with dedication and satisfaction, they mature in a balanced way through play. Playing is their work. We are born “ut operaretur.”
 
10
 
Freedom from work and fatigue is a foolish presumption. Freedom is responsibility and above all the possibility of doing good, and in this world, good is achieved through labor.
 
11
 
Free time is not time to be wasted, but rather time to be used in a different way. Often it is more demanding than work time, but if it has meaning it can be more productive, satisfying and important than time dedicated to work.
 
12
 
In the past, ars gratia artis was the artist’s and even the professional’s motto. Today, as yesterday, art can produce wealth, but unlike yesterday when art consisted of producing masterpieces, today’s masterpiece consists of knowing how to create a “market for art” and in selling the illusion that a work of art has been bought. There is a need for ethics in art, too.
 
13
 
 Auri sacra fames (hunger for gold) is not necessarily greed, but arises from an understanding of the importance and necessity of money to do things consistently. Consistent things are done with ideas and money, but above all through the meaning of one’s actions. Even good is often done with money; otherwise the Good Samaritan (who was a reviled merchant) would not have been able to help the well-known robbed man in the Gospel (who was ignored by the intellectual Levite); otherwise St. Martin would not have had a cloak to share with the poor man; otherwise the women in the Gospels would not have been able to provide for Jesus and His apostles from their means, and Joseph of Arimathea would not have had a tomb to offer Jesus. The rich man of the Gospels who does not enter the Kingdom of Heaven is not the one who produced wealth, but the one who made bad use of it (Dives) and ignored the poor man (Lazarus). Wealth cannot be considered a fault, nor can poverty (that which is endured, not willed) be considered merit. What confusion there still is today about these considerations!
 
14
 
Perhaps the rich young man of the Gospel failed to follow Christ not simply because he is too rich (although Christ’s request should have encouraged him not a little…), but probably also because he did not have a vocation to apostolic life as an “apostle”: perhaps he had a vocation to married life and did not find it within himself to abandon this choice. Perhaps, but as this parable is often used wrongly, it is good to clarify that wealth in itself is not, cannot be, and must not be an obstacle to holiness.
 
15
 
A true sacrilege that must be discussed in addition to the usual unjust distribution of wealth, is the absurd mystification of the value of wealth itself (well-produced and used well), as, moreover, its destruction is a waste, perpetrated by individuals as well as governments.
 
16
 
Wealth, like culture, health, physical strength, and even beauty, is a great means. What counts is the use one makes of it. Think of “culture,” so vaunted today: is not using it badly, as often happens, a flaunting of badly-managed wealth?
 
17
 
Although I appreciate many results of its work, I am not sure I love philanthropy: all too often it performs charity without love, out of fear of the poor, to make oneself loved and appreciated.
 
18
 
To paraphrase the French writer and essayist Montaigne (1533-1592) when he says: “It is more difficult to earn money than to save it,” today I would say it is more difficult to save it. Furthermore I would say it is easier today to earn it well than to spend it well.
 
19
 
 The Jewish writer Kafka, who was born in Prague in 1883 and died in Vienna in 1924, had an extraordinary intuition for perceiving and recognizing that intellectual work could distance man from the human community, while “manual” work could bring him closer to his peers. This is true, but intellectual work with a good end can be even better.
 
20
 
The Swiss Huguenot philosopher Rousseau (1712-1788) was right when he said that it is difficult to think nobly when one only thinks of earning a living. This is true, but not “when one is forced” to do so out of a sense of responsibility, but rather when one “thinks only of that”…
 
21
 
It is difficult to contradict St. Paul’s words: “If any man will not work, neither let him eat.” It is easy to contradict the French philosopher Voltaire (1694-1788) who wrote that “the only way to make life bearable is to work without reasoning” (Candide).
 
22
 
The truly poor man is a fortunate rich man because he is wise (I do not remember who said this). The Spanish mystic St. Teresa of Ávila (1515-1582) also said that the truly poor man is the one who makes no noise.
 
23
 
That poverty can exist in an economic system of abundance is a fact linked to what relative poverty means, but above all to the fixed costs (technological and political) of a civilization of well-being (from condo fees, to waste tax, to ever-looming taxes). For that matter, in a democracy, the high cost of a State is above all the fixed and untouchable costs of ignoring the citizens’ rights to decide for themselves the minimum costs they must pay. 
 
24
 
Where human work is not inspired by “Catholic culture,” either one lives fatalistically (Hinduism), detached from everything (Buddhism), miserably (Animism), restraining one’s inner capacities and not trusting in individual merits (Islam), anxiously craving success as a blessing from God (Protestantism), or making success the goal and working with only human and very earthly motives: health, beauty, or consumption (secularism).
 
25
 
Capitalism as the economic system opposed by the German political economist Marx (1818-1883) did not originate in a Catholic spirit, but was produced by the Protestant heresy (which invited people to sin as much as they wished provided that they deeply repented); it was produced by human actions unconcerned with avoiding personal sin, trying to do everything well, or doing good with each act. It is good to remember that the religion opposed and fought by Marx was in the end a religion deformed by heresy.
 
26
 
If the earth belonged to everyone and all private property were forbidden, the earth would not be anyone’s in practice, and no one would care for it as it should be cared for; no one would value or protect it. Private property, a sacred principle that cannot be disregarded, is a way of protecting the earth, not the opposite. The opposite occurs when this principle is abused; hence abuses rather than principles should be punished!
 
27
 
Free trade of goods permits us to enjoy other people’s products and at the same time develop (excluding “exploitation”) other economies with competitive and thus effective models. This promotes general global well-being and therefore becomes a logical and natural form of solidarity. Protectionism, however, is foolish and counterproductive selfishness for those who apply it, not just for those who suffer from it. Free trade is moral if it is engaged in under political systems in which all are truly free, while protectionism is more mistaken than immoral.
 
28
 
Economic competition is the best way to ensure two types of freedom: freedom of choice among the various options available, and freedom to find the best price in all sectors, especially for those less well-off. Competition, as an economic principle, is just.
 
29
 
The greatest drama of recent times, which has produced poverty and irreversible economic imbalances, has been to believe that the specter of poverty is the consequence of population growth. It was like imposing the end of the free market and the absolute protection of one’s own status. Natural and economic laws have shown this mistake and its consequences, yet the prophets of error seem to be the only ones reaping advantages for themselves; although they caused the errors, they now continue to produce “remedies” with the same spirit and “prophetic vision.”
 
30
 
In economics the error is often not so much attachment to money through greed, but is rather linked to fear, mistrust and lack of a sense of the supernatural: for example, avarice cannot be a vice of the greedy. The French Doctor of the Church, St. Bernard (1091-1153), said that avarice is living in continual misery for fear of misery. The cause of this fear is the lack of a certain virtue which faith would provide; it is the absence of real trust in oneself, which comes from a life founded on trust in Divine Providence.
 
31
 
It is a curious fact that some people hate and criticize progress (which is manifestly good) and would love to turn back the clock (which they would consider a good thing): these people consider man a beast dangerous to nature, which must be protected from human action. This reminds me of the twelfth-century Catharist heresy.
 
32
 
Private property is legitimate and indispensable; the problem is that if you don’t know how to justify it, it will not necessarily remain in the same hands. All in all, this can be a good thing.
 
33
 
The fall of the so-called élite is not so much connected to the corruption of customs as to the fact that they never even dreamed of building responsibly on the talents they had available.
 
 
34
 
Many years ago I was struck when I read a phrase by the English philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626) which I quote from memory: “Wealth is a good servant, but the worst of lovers…”
 
35
 
The Irish writer Swift (1667-1745) wrote an ironic essay on wealth (an essay definitely not loved by Protestants, who consider wealth a sign of God’s blessing), which is worth remembering here: “If God had considered wealth a truly precious gift, He would certainly not have granted it to so many imbeciles.”
 
36
 
It is odd how in conflicting discussions between science and faith, many so-called scientists show an unmitigated hatred of religion, which they claim limits and hinders the advantages “their” science could offer humanity, without demonstrating exactly how this is so. One could say that “their” science, comprised more of promises than of relevant experiences, competes against religion and faith’s promises. Since one expects results and not vague promises from science, and since one expects demonstrable explanations and not inexplicable theories (such as evolutionism), science is at a loss before the promises of religion and becomes its harshest enemy instead of ignoring it as one might expect it to do.
 
37
 
There is little doubt that Christian asceticism (found in Benedictine monasteries, for example) had a fundamental role in the development of capitalism, showing the usefulness of reinvesting the wealth it produced to improve and develop useful tools for man. There are doubts, however, that the same asceticism could have stimulated and appreciated so-called consumerism. Today, in our world where rich and poor countries and people co-exist without borders, it would be difficult to satisfy the material needs of the poorest if consumers do not multiply in the richest countries. Paradoxically, the consumerism of rich countries enables low-cost production in poor countries. This is based on the economic concept of “volume” and on the consequent economy of scale: if I produce (and someone consumes) one billion (of a product, food, medicine, garment…) versus a million, obviously the production cost will be different (it will be lower), benefiting those with low or even zero purchasing power. Those who make this possible are those who have higher purchasing power—in other words, the accursed “consumers.”
 
38
 
What role does human work have within the meaning of life? Industriousness is not the first virtue, and work in and of itself does not instill joy or give life meaning (as Giambattista Torellò wrote in From the Walls of Jericho). What is more, we discover that the great economic revolutions are creations of the spirit and not of hunger. We also know that idolizing work deprives man of his best qualities. Great thinkers from many different backgrounds have warned us of this “temptation” to exaggerate the importance of work in the life of man (the idolatry of work) as opposed to the importance of knowledge, wisdom and passion for the truth. The French Jewish writer Simone Weil, a cultural Christian though never baptized, wrote that one could be part of the élite that governs the world and not have the faintest idea of his destiny. 
Let us reflect: how true is it for us who study in order to work, eat to return to work, rest to be able to work, even marry to be able to work better… that this is all just a vicious circle? Was it perhaps to this that Voltaire referred (see Principle 21) when he wrote that work is the means of sparing man the fatigue (and privilege) of thinking? Does work, praised to the skies like this, have something demonic about it? Of course not, but man must consider work only as a means to an end, and to do this he must place it within a scheme of life that contemplates other things—the spirit, for example—otherwise he will end up with a tremendous imbalance. As man is both body and soul, so must his actions be coherent and consistent: work and spirit. Thus work itself becomes contemplation, and in this way one ennobles and values it. St. Josemaría Escrivá (1902-1975), the founder of Opus Dei, wrote: “Whoever wants to live his own faith with perfection and practice the apostolate according to the spirit of Opus Dei must sanctify himself with his profession, sanctify his profession and sanctify others with his profession.” (Conversations no. 70) Thus we will contemplate the world with affection and gratitude, not with greed, envy, selfishness and utilitarianism.
 
39
 
When I was young, children were taught the sacredness of saving, a fundamental virtue in the period of economic reconstruction in the decade following the war. A ritual I remember was depositing my little coins monthly in a metal box (the key to which I did not have); this key was kept at a bank (called a “savings bank,” in fact). Then I moved up to a ceramic piggy bank, which was to be broken when some special occasion was coming up and I wanted to spend the money saved. The piggy bank has progressively disappeared, along with the habit of saving, and spending has become a virtue, money having become something trifling to use immediately. Some exult over this, not only the shopkeepers but also the moralists who want to see people totally detached from money, a dangerous object of affection and consequent loss of the sense of the supernatural since money incites either miserliness or spendthrift ways. But… away with these ideas! Saving must be taught again; it should be seen as a human means so that it is not transformed into an occasion of sin. Instead, one must teach generosity, which gives money a supernatural meaning.
 
40
 
Faith in so-called progress that scientific man guarantees with science, know-how and technology has really and truly become a superstition, because it excludes any other “faith” which takes into account the limits of scientific knowledge and distinguishes such knowledge from the meaning (and birth) of life itself in its approach. As the German existentialist philosopher Karl Jaspers (1883-1969) reminds us, utopias are thinking that we have understood everything and know it all; that we can solve every problem and difficulty; that we can improve existence with economic well-being, imposing democracy as an effective way of freedom, etc…. These considerations are from 1931, and today Jaspers would update them in desperation. What has to happen so that disillusioned man can re-examine his faith in these utopias?
 
41
 
I maintain that neither Jews nor Protestants still believe that (economic) success equals the blessing of God; otherwise they would have to recognize that often God blesses not them but some poor idiot. However, if we sought to deepen the meaning of success for each one of us, we would discover that this lies in the education we have had in a context of dominant values at a certain moment. Note well, it is the almost mathematical measurability of success (money, power, status symbols…) that makes it lack credibility. Virtues are not measured, intelligence itself is not measured, and neither are knowledge and wisdom. Virtues are measured by the results they produce, it is true, but they are not quantifiable (except by standards which not everyone shares, such as number of children, number of students taught, number of converts, etc.). 
We must therefore prepare ourselves to face the challenges of competition for a success whose criteria are established by prevailing standards, otherwise we risk wasting time and losing effectiveness. Take note, the search for and achievement of success is hardly an evil in itself. Man must be prepared to detach himself from success and accept the possible lack thereof should that happen; he must know that a lack of success becomes success for a discerning person if he learns from it. What counts, as in everything, is how one goes forward and for what reason: if one has the gift and ability to find success in a certain field, it is good and useful to do so, as that “field” is enriched when one gives it a sense of the divine and supernatural. The parable of the talents shows us clearly that God does not look down on esteeming one’s own abilities, but rather expects it.
 
 
 
42
 
Undoubtedly the end justifies the means (in economics as in other disciplines); if the ends did not justify them, how and why would such means have been chosen? The problem that perhaps inappropriately reminds us of the Florentine political writer Machiavelli (1469-1527) is: which ends justify which means? A “good” end cannot be justified by “bad” means. A good end which can only be reached by bad means must not be pursued or, in my opinion, the means must be reconsidered strategically based on this premise: there are no good ends that can be reached only by bad means, but there are men who do not know how to find good means, so we return to the theme of personal responsibility and the need for formation.
 
43
 
There is (in economics, for example) no instrument ethical in itself, but there are men who by their behavior render any legitimate instrument ethical. If this were not the case, how many people with unethical objectives would make so-called ethical instruments their own in order to do evil? I do not therefore believe in an “ethical bank,” “ethical capital” or “ethical organizations” in themselves. What counts and guarantees their “ethicalness” are the ethics of those in charge, and that the established ends, results and means are all carefully checked.
 
44
 
How can someone be a working man in his location and sector while at the same time being a saver and consumer in the global context? The saver and consumer in him can destroy his work when he invests his savings elsewhere and purchases foreign goods, consequently destroying his own savings and consumption—this man who is working in a non-competitive area or sector to produce products which can be sold and attract savings, and this happens in the Western world when an economy has (immorally) been under state protection for too long.
 
45
 
What will happen with the transfer of wealth (savings, investments and consumption) to the so-called emerging producer states (such as China and India)? Apart from wealth, will the values and culture of “Western” countries be transferred to them, or will these newly-rich emerging countries transfer their values and culture to us (which would be a repudiation of our roots)?
 
46
 
As imposed multiculturalism (the co-existence of various cultures) is engendering cultural relativism (a fact welcomed by almost everyone), multi-economics (the co-existence of several types of economies) is instead causing a form of technocratic, undemocratic absolutism in supra-national organizations created to regulate globalization. One could say that economics, unlike culture, fears “economic relativism” whereby each person can interpret economic laws as he wishes, which creates incompatible and competing economic models. National governments, which can now (because they are forced to) formulate laws which are homogenous among states (and not necessarily in line with the wishes of the different populations), are at the same time unable to guarantee order and security, unable to guarantee a competitive market with all its benefits and free from the opposition of lobbies, unable to avoid justifying camouflaged public interventions, unable to give individuals choice when it comes to school education, etc. They are highly incapable, yet ever more expensive, and then there are supra-national governments. Well, who pays for these supra-national governments? Who elects them, who legitimizes them and who corrects them? One would answer: national governments. Fine, but in exchange for what: the survival and growth of these national governments?
 
47
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