The Message of "Centesimus Annus"

by Lothar Roos

The recent publication of Pope John
Paul II's Centesimus Annus, which is
the third and most recent of his social
encyclicals, reflects his most mature
thinking on this subject to date. Al-
though it has only been in print for a
short time, it has already extended its
influence beyond the religious and
secular world, where it has given new
impetus to the on-going dialogue
between the social and ethical sciences.
In this brief review of the Encyclical, I shall confine my re-
marks to a summary of its content and direction, especially as
they relate to the three "C"s: communism, capitalism and
consumerism, and end with a few words on its major thesis,
which posits the transcendental nature of the dignity of the
human person as the cornerstone for building a truly humane
society.

Communism

It is the Pope's contention that the events of 1989 in Eastern
Europe are of worldwide importance "because of the positive
and negative effects they will have on the whole human family"
(CA 26, 1). The "fall of communism" presents a great and
immediate challenge to the world at large to fill the serious
vacuum which its sudden and dramatic collapse created.

Reasons for the Fall

After noting that "the fall of Marxism was accomplished
almost everywhere in Europe by means of peaceful protest,
where the only weapons employed were those of truth and jus-
tice" (CA 23, 2), the Pope goes on to underline the fact that it
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was the working class that played the decisive role in commu-
nism's demise. "On the basis of a hard, lived experience of
work and of oppression, it was the working people who recov-
ered and, in a sense, rediscovered the content and principles of
the Church's social doctrine” (CA 23, 1). This is all the more
remarkable since it is the working class "who, for almost a
century, were under the sway and, in part, under the total
domination of Marxist economic and materialistic theories” (CA
26, 2). The Pope draws the obvious conclusion: "The historical
experience of socialist countries has sadly demonstrated that
collectivism does not do away with alienation but rather in-
creases it, adding to it a lack of basic necessities and economic
inefficiency” (CA 41, 1).

...they must now bear a mutual responsibility
Jor healing the wounds of the past, and together
share in the task of reconciliation.

The second factor which brought about the upheaval of the
socialist system was, as the Pope points out, the inefficiency of
its economic methods. Having stated this, however, the Pope is
quick to add that it was not merely a failure of technique or
planning, but also the consequence of a deeper and more serious
aberration...the denial of basic human rights. Among those
human rights consistently violated were "the human right to
private property and freedom in the economic section” (CA 24,
1) to which the Pope adds "the suppression of culture and na-
tional rights”.

At this point in the encyclical, the Pope states what he
believes to be the root cause of the disintegration of the socialist
system: "the spiritual void brought about by atheism, which has
deprived the younger generations of any sense of direction and
suppressed the innate desire in every human heart for goodness
truth and life" (CA 24, 2). A society that curtails the proper
exercise of freedom by its members cannot but fail. "Where
society is organized so as to reduce arbitrarily or even suppress
the sphere in which freedom is legitimately exercised, the result
is that the life of society becomes progressively disorganized and
goes into decline" (CA 25, 2).
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The Immediate Task of the Church and the Communi-
ty of Nations

The Pope considers the principal task of the Church and of
the European community of nations "which are closely united in
a bond of common culture and history"”, to be "the moral and
economic rebuilding of those countries which have turned aside
from Communism (CA 27, 2). This responsibility is to be
borne by all the nations of Europe. Since all of them have been,
to one degree or another, caught in the mesh of the "tragic
historical events" that have led to the present situation, they
must now bear a mutual responsibility for healing the wounds of
the past, and together share the task of reconciliation. He
counsels them to avoid any further aggravation of the present
delicate situation, which might lead to "economic disorder,
spiritual dissatisfaction and desperation" (CA 28, 2). On the
other hand, the Pope reminds the countries of Europe that they
still must shoulder their responsibility for the Third and Fourth
Worlds. A preoccupation with the problems of Europe, the Pope
warns, should not cause them to neglect the world's poor, who
"ask only for the right to share in the enjoyment of material
goods" and seek only the "productive deployment of their
capabilities and capacity for work to create a world that is more
just and prosperous for all" (CA 28, 2). He states in the same
paragraph: It must not be overlooked, that "the advancement of
the poor constitutes a great opportunity for the moral, cultural
and even economic growth of all humanity."(CA 28,3).

Capitalism

According to Marxist theory, there are only two kinds of
society possible: socialist, which becomes communist in its
final state, and capitalist. The encyclical seeks to lay this
dubious presupposition to rest once and for all on the grounds
that such a view is unable to differentiate among alternative
possibilities. The Pope cites two key years in recent European
history in support of his argument: the years 1945 and 1989.

The encyclical notes, and not without some degree of
pleasure, that what took place following the "destruction caused
by the war in certain countries was a positive effort to rebuild a
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democratic society inspired by social justice.”" This democratic
movement, guided by principles of social justice, respect for
human rights, and the will to bring a new order out of chaos,
had the effect of depriving communism of its revolutionary
potential. And, in general, it went about its task while continu-
ing "to preserve free market mechanisms" (CA 19, 2).

_ ...the encyclical's most significant contribu-
tion...lies in its evaluation and clarification of
social systems.

As in 1945, so too have the events of 1989 given rise to a
new discussion about alternative economic systems. The Pope
asks: "Can it perhaps be said that after the failure of commu-
nism, capitalism is the victorious social system, and that capital-
ism 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?
(CA 42, 1) The Pope answers his own question by making an
important distinction: "If by capitalism is meant an economic
system which recognizes the fundamental and positive role of
business, the market, private property and the resulting respon-
sibility for the means of production as well as free human crea-
tivity in the economic sector, then the answer is certainly in the
affirmative. 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 reli-
gious, then the reply is certainly negative" (CA 42, 2). In short,
the Pope rejects any free-wheeling market economy that oper-
ates outside the restraints of a strong juridical framework and
ethical value system.

Profit, Investment and Private Property

For the first time in the history of papal social encyclicals
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we find an expressed statement on the morality of profit and in-
vestment. Pope John Paul declares that while the Church
recognizes "the legitimate role of profit as an indicator of how
well a business functions", making a profit is by no means the
only purpose for doing business. There exist "other human and
moral factors which must be considered and which in the long
term are at least equally important for the life of a business”
(CA 35, 3). In operating a modern business economy, it is not
material productivity which is of primary concern, but, rather,
"the decisive factor is increasingly persons themselves, that is,
their knowledge, especially their scientific knowledge, their
capacity for interrelated and compact organization, as well as an
ability to perceive the needs of others and to satisfy them" (CA
32, 4).

The Pope's statement on the structural relationship between
property and investment is of special significance in wake of the
present failure of socialism. He contends that "people fulfill
themselves by using their intelligence and freedom. In so doing
they utilize the things of this world as objects and instruments
and make them their own. The foundation of the right to private
initiative and ownership is to be found in this activity” (CA 43,
3). But it is through their labour that people form links in a
"chain of solidarity"; therefore, the use of the productive
property which results from their labour must never be deployed
solely for themselves as individuals or groups to the detriment of
others. In the case of a critical need for investment and a seri-
ous unemployment situation, "ownership of the means of pro-
duction becomes illegitimate if not exercized productively" for
the common good. Ownership certainly loses it legitimacy
when used "to curb, exploit, speculate, and break down the
solidarity that exists among working people." The Pope uses
strong language to condemn such manipulation: "Ownership of
this kind has no justification, and represents an abuse in the
sight of God and humans" (CA 43, 3).

The State and the Economy

The Pope's treatment of the role of the State in the economy is
marked by a high degree of differentiation, but he does lay
down an important principle as a guideline for the State's activi-
ty in this area. "Economic activity, especially the activity of a
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market economy, cannot be conducted in an institutional, juridi-
cal or political vacuum. On the contrary, it presupposes sure
guarantees of individual freedom and private property, as well
as a stable currency and efficient public services.” This, the
Pope feels is the principle task of the State. What he goes on to
say about supplementary interventions on the part of the State is
very much in line with the theory of "moving in conformity
with the market", which has been developed by exponents of the
Social Market Economy school of thought (CA 48, 1-3).

With the above distinctions, the Pope has put an end to the
use of capitalism as a derogatory term. Further, he not only
accepts the theory of Social Market Economy as the anthropo-
logical foundation for the social teaching of the Church, but has
also deepened the concept considerably. Perhaps, the encycli-
cal's most significant contribution to the Church's social teach-
ing lies in its evaluation and clarification of social systems.
Certainly it contains the clearest statements in this area since
Pius XI's analysis of the a capitalistic economy in Quadragesi-
mo Anno.

Consumerism

Consumerism and Alienation

In dealing with consumerism, the Pope first notes that
"Marxism criticized capitalist bourgeois societies, blaming them
for the commercialization and alienation of human existence”
(CA 41, 1). Marx saw in the "relationships of production and
ownership, "the root cause of this phenomenon. The Pope finds
Marx's teaching in this matter "mistaken"” and "inadequate”. He
does admit, that the "historical experience of the West shows,
for its part, that alienation and the loss of authentic meaning of
life is a reality in Western societies" (CA 41, 2). He also affirms
that alienation takes place in the context of "consumerism when
people are ensnared in a web of false and superficial gratifica-
tions", and in the context of a work life "when it is organized
so as to ensure maximum profits where there i1s no concern
whether the workers, through their own labour, grow or dimin-
ish as persons, and where they are considered only as a means
and not an end" (CA 41, 2). But the Pope does not see aliena-



10 September-October, 1991

tion as inherent to the system of a free society which is ordered
around a respect for the human rights of individuals. In such
circumstances the phenomenon of alienation can be avoided and
even overcome entirely. The Pope finds the root cause of
alienation to be in "the reversal of means and ends".

This is brought about not by a system but by human beings
themselves” (CA 41, 3). The evil of consumerism consists in
"the misuse of personal freedom to acquire knowledge only of
and for oneself with no thought of one's neighbour, not to
mention God", so ultimately persons end up consuming them-
selves. If they deny their essential capacity for transcendence as
human beings, they also stand to lose their capacity for making
themselves a free gift to others. And this deprives them of
experiencing the deepest dimension of their own human exist-
ence.

Overcoming Alienation

Alienation can only be overcome when persons freely accept
responsibility for themselves and their own actions. To bring
this about, "a great deal of educational and cultural work is
needed, including the education of consumers in the responsible
use of their power of choice, the formation of a strong sense of
responsibility among producers and among people in the mass
media in particular, as well as the necessary intervention by
public authorities” (CA 36, 2).

The Pope's criticism of consumerism is "directed not so
much against an economic as against an ethical and cultural
system. The economy, in fact, is only one aspect of the whole of
human activity. If economic life is absolutized, if the produc-
tion and consumption of goods become the centre of social life
and society's only value, not subject to any other value, then the
reason is to be found not so much in the economic system but in
the entire socio-cultural system, which, in ignoring the ethical
and religious dimension of human beings, has been weakened,
and ends up in limiting itself to the production of goods and
services alone" (CA 39, 4).

To overcome alienation we must learn to create the envi-
ronmental conditions that will nourish a life of human dignity.
Fundamental to such a "human ecology" is the family, in which
we receive our first formative ideas about truth and goodness,
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and learn what it means to love and be loved, and, thus, what it
actually means to be a person. In a family which is founded on
marriage, it is the "mutual gift of self by husband and wife to
the creation of an environment in which children can develop
their potential. Here they can mature in a sense of their human
dignity and prepare themselves to face their own unique and
individual destiny" (CA 39, 1). To lose sight of this sense of
the value of one's own life and to view oneself only as a pro-
ducer and consumer, is to gamble away the wealth of social
relationships until nothing is left to consume but the bitterness of
one's own soul. (CA. 39, J).

The Basic Thesis of the Encyclical

Underlying all the statements of the encyclical is a basic
thesis, which is cultural and ethical, and according to which a
truly human society can be established only on the basis of a
binding moral ethos. According to Pope John Paul, the most
secure foundation for such an ethos is the transcendent nature of
the dignity of human beings: "If there is no transcendent truth,
in obedience to which human beings achieve their full identity,
then there is no sure principle for guaranteeing just relations
between people. Their self-interest as a class, group or nation
would inevitably set them in opposition to one another. If one
does not acknowledge transcendent truth, then the force of
power takes over. "This holds true for both the economic and
political order. The essence of this transcendent dignity of
human beings consists in being "the visible image of the invisi-
ble God'" (CA 44, 2).

Consequences for Democracy

Since human dignity is rooted in the "transcendent truth, no
individual, group, class, nation or State may violate the one who
is the subject of rights. Not even by taking action against the
minority, by isolating, oppressing, or exploiting it, or by at-
tempting to annihilate it." (CA 44, 2). The Pope reminds us
how rapidly the State can degenerate into a totalitarian regime
by denying transcendent truth and taking to itself a power that is
unlimited and unrestrained. He speaks well for a "democratic
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system" that respects the "ultimate truth" from which the dignity
of persons and their unalienable rights are derived. But the Pope
also warns against "a democracy without values which turns
easily into an open or thinly disguised totalitarianism."

Among those inalienable human rights whose "explicit
recognition" gives "democracy an authentic and solid founda-
tion", the Pope mentions as "the most important the right of the
child to develop in the mother's womb from the moment of
conception” and the child's right "to live in a united family and
in a moral environment conducive to the growth of the child's
personality” (CA 47, 1).

Cooperation between Science, Philosophy and Theology

The Pope is convinced that a universal culture can be estab-
lished only on moral-religious foundations. "The theological
dimension is needed both for interpreting and solving present-
day problems in human society. It is worth noting that this is
true in contrast both to the 'atheistic' solution, which deprives
persons of one of their basic dimensions, namely, the spiritual
one, and to permissive and consumerist solutions, which under
various pretexts seek to convince people that they are free from
every law and from God himself, thus imprisoning themselves
within a selfishness which ultimately harms both themselves and
others” (CA 55, 2). In short, the Pope believes that a society
without values and religion would be a catastophe for mankind.

It would, however, be a fatal mistake to derive from this
the erroneous conclusion that the conditions for a humane socie-
ty can be found only through religious faith. The Pope empha-
sizes the roles that human sciences and philosophy must play.
These are expressly defined as "interpreting the central place of
human beings within society and in enabling them to understand
themselves better as social beings.” However, the Pope goes on
to say: "A person's true identity is only fully revealed through
faith, and it is precisely from faith that the Church's social
teaching begins. While drawing upon all the contributions made
by the sciences and philosophy, her social teaching is aimed at
helping people on the path of salvation" (CA 54, 1). While the
Gospel cannot prescribe individual concrete solutions to all the
questions involved in building an ethical culture, it can open
minds to a wider exploration of the "space of truth" in which the
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dignity of a person finds its ultimate explanation.

The Pope does not mean to give the impression that only
Christian believers can cooperate in the realization of such a
culture. What is, however, indispensable is an ultimate explana-
tion of moral values. And this is the reason why the Pope has a
“reasonable hope that the many people who profess no religion
will also contribute to providing the social question with the
necessary ethical foundation" (CA 60, 2).

In order for the Church to better fulfill her mission, she
must look to her Lord Jesus Christ, instead of riveting her atten-
tion on herself, and express care and concern for the religious,
personal and social needs of people everywhere. Rather than
join the growing ranks of the prophets of doom lamenting
humanity's decline, she should bring new hope to all in the
name of the Lord Jesus. What is the basic attitude which John
Paul IT wishes to convey in his encyclical? His own words serve
as a fitting summary: "One hundred years after the publication
of Rerum Novarum (Of New Things), the Church finds herself
still facing new things and new challenges. The centenary
celebration should, therefore, confirm the commitment of all
people of good will and of believers in particular" (CA 61, 1).

The Holy Father signs "Centesimus Annus", May 1, 1991.



