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personalism that are largely absent from Gronbacher’s summary. The fourth
will suggest further work to be taken up within economic personalism.

Elements In Both John Paul II and Gronbacher
Among the many attractive elements in John Paul’s economic personalism

as highlighted by Gronbacher is a clear awareness of the process of wealth
creation.5 Thus, where Saint Augustine could address the wealthy of his day
and point out that they had “found” their wealth here,6 John Paul understands
the modern economic insight that wealth is largely created and not simply
found in nature. Of course, in Augustine’s day most wealth was agriculturally
based and thus God-given natural elements—the soil, the rain, and the sun—
were indeed primary causes of the wealth of large landowners. Wealth today,
however, is far more dependent upon human creativity and hard work. As John
Paul makes clear,

The moral causes of prosperity … reside in a constellation of virtues:
industriousness, competence, order, honesty, initiative, frugality, thrift,
spirit of service, keeping one’s word, daring—in short, love for work well
done. No system or social structure can resolve, as if by magic, the
problem of poverty outside of these virtues.7

It is quite appropriate that the role of incentives in economic production be
evident. In addition, John Paul, for the first time in a papal encyclical, acknowl-
edges the importance of entrepreneurship.8

The economic personalism of John Paul II has clarified the relation be-
tween the traditional Roman Catholic principle of subsidiarity and the free
decisions of individuals in the marketplace. Just as respect for subsidiarity for-
bids a higher level of government from taking over decisions that can be made
well at a lower level,9 so the national government has the responsibility for
“safeguarding the prerequisites of a free economy.”10 A huge range of economic
matters can be properly and freely resolved among individuals and groups,
who have the responsibility to live in accord with fundamental moral values
and do their best to convince others to the same.11 All of these features of John
Paul’s perspective emphasize the distance between his views and those on the
political left, whether Christian or secular, as Gronbacher makes clear.

An additional strength of the Pope’s economic personalism is that the Church
itself has no particular economic system to present or to endorse.12 There is
much that the Pope has said about the character of an acceptable economic
system, but the actual choice of concrete institutions is left to the democratic
process. Thus, an interchange must occur between the fundamental principles
of economic morality and contemporary secular debates about
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Introduction
In a helpful essay in the inaugural issue of this journal,1 Gregory Gronbacher

describes economic personalism as “an attempt to analyze the moral ramifica-
tions of economic activity in light of a theological vision of the human per-
son.”2 This absolutely essential interplay is generally neglected in the dialogue
over the ethics of economic life. As he phrases it, this exercise will require a
careful interaction between two independent disciplines: “A true synthesis can-
not afford to be reductionistic but must respect the genuine claims of both
economics and moral theology.”3

The economic personalism that Gronbacher describes has been shaped by
the work of Karol Wojtyla, Pope John Paul II, “economic personalism’s intel-
lectual progenitor.”4 Both the power and the breadth of John Paul’s analysis of
the Christian faith render his vision a highly attractive one. Economic person-
alism prizes the close relation between faith and economic activity and stresses
the subjective character of human work and its place in human creativity. John
Paul’s concern with human individuality and creativity leads Gronbacher to
suggest three particular “free-market” schools of economics—the Chicago,
Austrian, and Virginia Schools—as conversation partners for Christian person-
alism.

This article responds to Gronbacher by proposing to extend the conversa-
tion in four ways. The first will outline a number of elements that helpfully
appear in both the work of John Paul II and Gronbacher’s survey. The second
will identify three problems in the use of these schools of economics as conver-
sation partners. The third will recount several elements in John Paul’s
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within the three schools in a more complete use of them within Christian per-
sonalism.

Nonetheless, it is the contention of this essay that fundamental convictions
endorsed within these schools of economics conflict with the economic per-
sonalism that John Paul II proposes and that Gronbacher has self-consciously
endorsed.

Methodological Individualism
Although not all economists of these three schools of thought would en-

dorse methodological individualism, it is a fundamental premise of F. A. Hayek
and many others in the Austrian School, and it is attractive to many propo-
nents of the other two schools as well. Hayek has made a foundational claim
for this methodological principle. What he intends by methodological indi-
vidualism is that there is nothing to social reality other than the individual
realities that make it up. Thus, when people speak about “the market” or “war”
or “society,” they are simply using linguistic shorthand for the interaction of
individuals in particular settings. These, Hayek argues, we “must not mistake
for facts.”14 “Wholes” such as society “are never given to our observation but
are without exception constructions of our mind.”15

For Hayek, the danger of such terms is that people tend to forget that they
are simply abbreviated references and instead begin to think that there is some
reality beyond the interaction of individuals. For example, people begin to
speak of society’s “purposes” as if it could have any purpose other than those
held by the individuals that make it up. He argues that it is “an erroneous
anthropomorphic interpretation of society” to understand it as “an organiza-
tion rather than as a spontaneous order.”16

Because of this methodological individualism, notions such as “social jus-
tice” and “the common good” are inherently deceptive from Hayek’s point of
view.17 They pretend to indicate a reality larger than the meanings and values
of the individuals who make up society.

... considerations of justice provide no justification for “correcting” the
results of the market and … justice, in the sense of treatment under the
same rules, requires that each takes what a market provides in which
every participant behaves fairly. There is only a justice of individual
conduct but not a separate “social justice.”18

The inability to recognize the social reality of human life is what leads Hayek to
reject any notion of social justice. He argues that “nobody distributes income in
a market order … and to speak, with respect to the former, of a just or unjust

economic life. It is exactly this sort of conversation in which Gronbacher
engages when he proposes that economic personalism should turn to three
particular schools of economic thought—the Austrian, Chicago, and Virginia
Schools—for the requisite scientific insights. But in the process, Gronbacher
fails to note the distance between John Paul and these economists on the right.
Economic personalism must be analytically accurate regarding the problems as
well as the promises of this dialogue.

Schools of Economics: The Choice of a Partner for Dialogue
Every adequate moral perspective on economic life must be in close con-

versation with economic science. The reason, of course, is that everyone pos-
sesses presumptions, whether conscious or not, about how the economy works.
An intellectually responsible integration of ethics and economics will be quite
explicit about such assumptions. Thus, Gronbacher is to be congratulated for
his explicit articulation of which schools of economics to employ. However,
his choice of three schools—Austrian, Chicago, and Virginia—is deficient in
certain critical respects. Gronbacher helpfully articulates the strengths of these
schools from the perspective of economic personalism. However, he seems to
overlook their shortcomings, some of which threaten certain fundamental goals
of personalism itself.

Ironically, there may be a similarity between Gronbacher’s choice of schools
on the right and the choice by liberation theologians of schools on the left.
Many on the right have chided liberation theologians for a simplistic presump-
tion that Marxian political economy is the proper version of economics for
Christian theologians to employ. The suspicion is that these theologians were
predisposed to the conclusions of Marxist economics—a condemnation of
capitalism and an endorsement of revolutionary activity—and that this pre-
disposition, rather than a more careful intellectual analysis of the strengths
and weaknesses of all possible schools of economics, determined their choice.
A similar question can be raised about Gronbacher’s endorsement of these
three schools of economics.

It should be stated at the outset, however, that Gronbacher’s suggestion of
these “free-market” schools is more of a proposal than an extended argument.
Thus, the critique provided here should be taken as a part of a conversation
rather than as a response to a definitive position. Similarly, as Gronbacher
himself indicates, these three schools exhibit significant differences in theory
and methods. There is a great deal of diversity among the representatives of
these three schools, a fact that renders the following critique a tentative one.13

Presumably, Gronbacher himself would have to choose among alternatives
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liberty, in particular, economic liberty” as characteristic of these three schools.
Still, a personalist approach to the morality of economic life must analyze the
character of the liberty that is being promoted.

It is impossible to say very much about human freedom that applies to ev-
ery member of these three schools. Nevertheless, Milton Friedman, the best
known voice of the Chicago School, speaks characteristically for the group when
he asserts that the liberalism that he defends (the eighteenth-century version)
emphasizes “freedom as the ultimate goal and the individual as the ultimate
entity in society.”26 As Hayek puts it, freedom is “the source of all values.”27

Most economists within these schools exhibit a tendency toward—and many
make an explicit commitment to—a libertarian view of freedom, a view that
sees freedom as what we might call self-initiation. From this perspective, any
choice that an individual makes will be a free choice if it is not coerced by
another person. Thus, for example, while poverty is unfortunate, it is not a
constraint on freedom since—if it is not the result of a violation of the rights
of the poor—it is simply an outcome within the market that no person has
caused. Poverty is like gravity, a fact of life that people have to work to over-
come.

As a result of this concept of freedom as self-initiation, most libertarians
allow for the possibility of a “free” choice of drug addiction or of voluntary
slavery28 if an individual conscientiously decides to make such a choice. From
this perspective, it would be an unjust imposition of other people’s values
upon the individual if society through government mechanisms were to for-
bid such choices by force of law.

Opposing those who would legislate against the excesses of selfishness and
greed, Hayek argues,

The real question, therefore, is not whether man is, or ought to be, guided
by selfish motives but whether we can allow him to be guided in his
actions by those immediate consequences which he can know and care
for or whether he ought to be made to do what seems appropriate for
somebody else who was supposed to possess a fuller comprehension of
the significance of these actions to society as a whole.29

Obviously, Hayek here is unable to imagine any “guide” external to the indi-
vidual that could act as a constraint on individual action without violating the
individual’s freedom.

Quite differently, freedom within John Paul’s economic personalism is only
authentic if it involves the choice to fulfill oneself in accord with God’s plan. A
life enslaved to drugs or to some other addiction may be initiated by the per-
son, but this does not make it “free.” Analogously, although free-market schools

distribution is therefore simple nonsense.”19 He becomes as strident on this
issue of social justice as on any he ever addressed:

If political discussion is to become honest, it is necessary that people
should recognize that the term is intellectually disreputable, the mark of
demagogy or cheap journalism which responsible thinkers ought to be
ashamed to use because, once its vacuity is recognized, its use is
dishonest.20

Social justice is no more than an “atavism,” left over from a million years of
tribal life.21

One needs only to articulate Hayek’s view here to be reminded of its fun-
damental discrepancies with the presumptions of John Paul’s economic per-
sonalism, as well as with the long history of Christian reflection on human
nature. Although the notion of the common good certainly includes the good
of individuals, it just as certainly encompasses more than this idea alone. Such
convictions about moral realities beyond the individual are based in a view of
the human person and of society that rejects the individualistic method Hayek
employs. Even Gronbacher’s rejection of “an atomistic theoretical construct”
would seem to obviate this fundamental premise of these three schools.22

In his analysis of political life, John Paul argues that authentic democracy
is possible only through a kind of “subjectivity” of society that comes with the
creation of robust structures of participation in shared responsibility.23 These
include a wide variety of groups—from the Chamber of Commerce and labor
unions to the local Parent Teacher Association and the Elks Club. John Paul’s
personalism understands that such groups make possible the “true subjectiv-
ity of society”24 and that this is the ultimate guarantee against the rise of totali-
tarianism, which can only thrive if society is reduced to individuals facing an
all-powerful state.

Of course, Hayek himself also values such mediating institutions, but he
interprets them as no more than the interaction of individuals attempting to
accomplish their goals.25 John Paul, on the other hand, understands them to
be part of an organic whole, within which individuals, groups, and various
levels of government each have their proper meaning, role, and ends, with
each working to further the common good. The point here is that the eco-
nomic personalism advocated by John Paul does not understand society as these
three schools of economics do, namely, as the purely instrumental creation of
individuals seeking goals.

Freedom As Self-Initiation
Gronbacher correctly identifies an “indefatigable defense of human
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In vivid contrast, John Paul II endorses “the right to work” and the “social
mortgage” on all property. He cautions that we face “a serious problem of un-
equal distribution of the means of subsistence originally meant for everybody,
and thus unequal distribution of the benefits deriving from them.”37 He ac-
knowledges that responsible environmental prevention may impose costs on
citizens and property owners. A further investigation of the reasons behind the
personalist rejection of these views of property will be investigated presently.
The point of this section is simply to indicate that a reliance on these three free-
market schools of economics brings with it a number of intellectual commit-
ments that contradict fundamental principles of the personalism of John Paul
II.

Elements of John Paul’s Personalism Absent from
Gronbacher’s Summary

For all its strengths in identifying central elements in the thought of John
Paul II, Gronbacher’s essay overlooks a number of fundamental convictions
within the personalism that John Paul articulates. A brief exposition of some
of those elements will be helpful.

The Universal Destination of Goods
In close accord with the history of Catholic social thought, John Paul con-

sistently employs as a basis for his teaching on economics what he calls the
“universal destination of goods.” This is “the characteristic principle of Chris-
tian social doctrine”38 for it is founded in the Church’s doctrine of property,
which itself is based in the doctrine of Creation. Put simply, God created the
world in order to meet human needs and thus the fundamental character of the
goods of the earth must include this directedness toward the meeting of human
needs. Throughout the tradition, there has been an endorsement of the owner-
ship of property by individuals with, perhaps, the most well-known defense
being that of Thomas Aquinas.39

Aquinas argued that there are two separate capacities of humans toward
the material world. The first is to procure and dispense material things and in
this regard, he argued, it is quite appropriate that we endorse private property.
People are more likely to obtain (i.e., produce or purchase) objects if they
become the owner, and they are more apt to take good care of privately owned
items than if they are held in common. In addition, there is greater harmony if
everyone knows who is responsible for decisions made regarding the use of
objects. Of course, with private property, the owner decides.

Aquinas goes on, however, to limit this ownership. The second thing that

of economic thought almost universally refuse to view indigence as a constraint
on liberty, John Paul argues that severe poverty itself is a violation of freedom:
“Dire poverty causes slavery; it is itself a lack of freedom. Increasing impover-
ishment undermines human dignity and stability.”30 This conviction is related,
of course, to John Paul’s notion of the “universal destination of goods,” a prin-
ciple violated when some live in extreme need. But to understand this idea we
must first consider conflicting claims about private property.

The Character of Property Rights
By all definitions, these three free-market schools of economics take a very

strong view of property rights. Once again, it is impossible to say anything that
is precisely true of all members but the general trend is to take property rights
as “inviolable,” meaning “nearly absolute.”31 For example, most members of
these schools tend to side with the libertarian view in recent debates about the
“takings” clause of the United States Constitution and its application to envi-
ronmental legislation. Because the Constitution requires the government to
reimburse citizens when it “takes” property from them, this argument extends
the original concern of the colonialists against literal seizing of property to the
arena of environmental legislation, where a change in environmental law at
times reduces the economic value of the properties involved.

Another example of minimal obligations of property owners is found in
Milton Friedman’s famous assertion that the sole social responsibility of the
business firm is to make a profit.32 John Paul’s notions that factory owners
have an obligation to provide jobs33 or that people have “a right to work” are
entirely foreign to these three schools of economic thought. These schools
allow no room for the notion of economic rights, as this would entail an obli-
gation that property owners give up some of their wealth to make such rights
effective. As Hayek phrased it, “nobody is under obligation to supply us with a
particular income unless he has specifically contracted to do so.”34 While some
economists in these three schools allow for the charitable decision of a society
to provide a minimal level of support to the very poor,35 the discussion of
assistance to the poor leads others to outright scorn. As James Buchanan of the
Virginia School put it, our preachers and moralists

urge us to have compassion for and be charitable to the less fortunate,
even to the extent of selling what we have accumulated and giving to the
poor, to join the wretched of the earth in their claims against the produc-
tive, to cease the pursuit of economic value, to take the time to smell the
flowers, to use the coercive powers of politics to protect the wilderness
against economic exploitation….36
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more frequently in the modern world, they earn a wage and purchase them. An
institutionalized property system greatly assists in this ongoing process. Yet,
this notion that social institutions must serve moral values entails the
awareness that the ownership of factories and other means of production re-
quires a corresponding responsibility to create work. As John Paul phrases it,

Ownership of the means of production is legitimate if it serves useful
work. It becomes illegitimate, however, when it is not utilized or when it
serves to impede the work of others, in an effort to gain a profit that is
not the result of the overall expansion of work and wealth of society, but
rather is the result of curbing them or of illicit exploitation, speculation
or the breaking of solidarity among working people. Ownership of this
kind has no justification, and represents an abuse in the sight of God
and man.43

This is a helpful extension beyond Thomas’ simple assertion that those who
have more than they need should share their goods with those who have less
than they need. Unfortunately, there is no reference in Gronbacher’s treatment
of property44 to the universal destination of goods, the obligations of property
owners, or to economic rights—such as the right to work.45

The Critique of “Radical” Capitalist Ideology
Happily, John Paul is far more appreciative of the advantages of markets

than any of his predecessors, and Gronbacher is to be given credit for high-
lighting this fact in his essay. At the same time, however, it is equally clear that
John Paul is critical of a “radical capitalist ideology” that ignores the problems
of marginalization and exploitation in economic life and instead “blindly en-
trusts their solution to the free developments of market forces.”46 Of course,
John Paul does not name names here, but it would seem that within the uni-
verse of all schools of economics, it is surely Gronbacher’s three schools—Chi-
cago, Austrian, and Virginia—that would represent the most extreme
commitment to capitalism and markets out of a generalized conviction that
they are the best means to resolve problems in human interaction. It would
seem that Hayek’s rejection of social justice and Friedman’s restriction of the
social responsibility of the business firm to making a profit are exactly the sort
of “radical” capitalist ideology John Paul intends to criticize.

John Paul quite clearly attributes many economic difficulties, particularly
those affecting the poor, to “the desire for profit” and “the thirst for power.”47

He warns us that “the human inadequacies of capitalism and the resulting do-
minion of things over people are far from disappearing.”48 These strong

humans are capable of doing with respect to material goods is using them and,
he says, this use must be common, not private. That is, the underlying nature of
the material world is to meet human needs and thus, while the property owner
may use goods to meet the needs of his family, if he has more than he needs
while others have less than they need, the owner has an obligation to share the
surplus.40

It is interesting to note that Aquinas does not speak of the rights of those
who do not have enough but rather of the obligations of those who have more
than they need, an obligation rooted in the nature of the goods possessed.
Although there are medieval scholars who spoke of “rights,”41 it was not until
the modern period that rights language became pervasive. Still, it is important
to note that the development of talk about rights is not completely new. The
well-publicized “turn to the subject” that occurred in the modern world shifted
the focus of moral attention to include not only the obligations of persons,
such as to those who govern (in the political realm), or to those who own prop-
erty (in the economic realm). Ethical attention is now also paid to those gov-
erned (who have claims in relation to government) and the poor who are unable
to provide for themselves (who have claims in relation to the prosperous). Talk
about the rights of citizens (political rights), or of those who cannot provide for
their needs (economic rights), describes an ancient moral relationship from a
new perspective.

In sum, those obligations of property owners that Aquinas considered with
the idea of “common use” of privately owned goods, John Paul references in
two ways, namely, as “the universal destination of goods” and as “economic
rights.”

It is helpful to recognize the broader moral context of John Paul’s analysis
of property. As others in the modern world, he is fully aware of the sociologi-
cal insight that our social institutions are not permanent but mutable and that
we should use our moral insight to construct institutions that will embody the
fundamental values that we consider important. John Paul argues that we must
destroy “structures of sin” and “replace them with more authentic forms of
living in community.”42

It is for this reason that democracy is preferable to monarchy because it
more fully respects the unique dignity of each human person as created in the
image of God. Similarly, the institution of property is created so that it serves
the fundamental goal of God in the creation of the world, namely, the meeting
of human needs.

John Paul recognizes that the ordinary way that most people meet their needs
is through ongoing work. They either produce directly the things they need or,
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subjectivity of society. It is through government that society makes communal
decisions in support of the principles of solidarity and subsidiarity.

Many economists in the three schools of economics identified by Gronbacher
view government as naturally predatory. As James Buchanan has phrased it,
“political attempts at correcting market breakdown also founder on the rocks
of measurable economic self-interest of the participants. No person is moti-
vated to undertake the costs of organizations that may be required to generate
the ‘public good’ that corrective reform represents.”57

John Paul, on the other hand, recognizes both the moral necessity and em-
pirical potential for government as the real, though imperfect, voice of so-
ciety (a notion that Hayek and Buchanan would ridicule).58 There is clearly the
danger of sinful influence that leads individual legislators and even whole
political parties at times to predacious behavior, but this is not the necessary
essence of government. Thus, John Paul has a far more positive vision of what
government can and must accomplish within each nation and of the possibil-
ity for international law in developing a “framework of an international ju-
ridical order.”59

Conclusion
This essay is a response to the insightful work of Gregory Gronbacher in

describing economic personalism. Both his essay and the longer-term project
of the Center for Economic Personalism are much needed and thus this re-
sponse will, I hope, be taken as a respectful contribution to an ongoing dia-
logue.

I end with some challenges presented by John Paul himself that I hope the
continued development of economic personalism will address. It would be a
great service to many if authors in this journal were able to articulate more
concretely the operational meaning of three of John Paul’s principles: the prior-
ity of labor over capital, the universal destination of goods, and the right to
work. These themes recur frequently in the thought of John Paul II and are
essential to the economic personalism he proposes. While trumpeted on the
left, they are rarely endorsed—and often completely ignored—by those advo-
cating freer markets.

There is much that needs to be done and there are strong prospects for the
contributions that Christian personalism can make to these debates. Hopefully,
this essay itself has made a contribution.

convictions are entirely absent from Gronbacher’s description of economic
personalism.

Similarly, John Paul treats power as a critically important factor in economic
life. He is fully aware of the capacity of sinful social institutions to structure
human relations unjustly.49 Following the lead of Leo XIII,50 he warns that the
free consent of the parties is not sufficient to guarantee the justice of a wage.51

The economists of the Chicago, Austrian, and Virginia Schools of economics
tend to ignore power and instead presume that each voluntary market exchange
is just because, for example, a worker who agrees to a low wage must be better
off, or he would not have decided to take the wage.52

John Paul, like Leo before him, argues that there is obviously a great dis-
crepancy in power between the employer and the worker in a modern economic
system and that the force of necessity (not a “free” choice) may lead a worker to
accept an unjust wage—one that still leaves the needs of the worker unmet. This
is a form of coercion that violates human freedom (another illustration of the
difference in the concept of freedom among the three schools and John Paul).
This is why John Paul argues that the state must guarantee a certain equality
between the parties in economic relationships53 through the construction of
the “juridical framework” that would, among other things, establish minimum
conditions for the workplace and the right of all workers to form labor unions.
In this regard, John Paul refers to the national government as the “indirect em-
ployer,” and reports that the necessary framework involved is “enormously ex-
tensive and complicated.”54 Perhaps Gronbacher intends to include all this in
his explicit endorsement of a “juridical framework,”55 but it would seem that
his essay makes insufficient mention of both this role of the government in
labor markets and of personalism’s criticism of “radical” capitalist
ideology.

The Character of Civil Society and Government
Central to John Paul’s personalism is the conviction that human society

must include a vast array of mediating groups, voluntary associations that oper-
ate both to attain the goals of their members and to serve the common good. As
noted earlier, John Paul is aware that the best recipe for totalitarianism is to
have no intermediate organizations between the family and the state. With a
vibrant network of organizations making up society, John Paul argues that there
can be a “true subjectivity of society,”56 rendering society able to regulate itself
in the interest of the common good. From this perspective then, the govern-
ment—both national and local—is the most general expression of this
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