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This article seeks to discern the foundation of a sustainable capitalism and de-
velopment through the lenses of language, law, and Catholic social teaching. In 
identifying confusion in modern understandings of capitalism and sustainability, 
it argues for the necessity of a transcendent understanding of the human person to 
achieve a sustainable capitalism and true development. In essence, a capitalism in 
which the human person is viewed as a nontranscendent regulated commodity is 
inherently unsustainable and contradictory. In order to transcend contradiction in 
seeking a sustainable capitalism, man’s principal resource, which is man himself, 
must be cultivated and respected above all others.

In recent years, various capitalistic societies have attempted to link the notion of 
sustainable capitalism to the prevention or destruction of human life in the name 
of economic regulation and development. This article argues that this approach 
is contradictory to the nature of capitalism, as fundamental to the overall sustain-
ability of any form of capitalism is the safeguarding of human capital and thus 
the human person as such.1 To this end, the article is divided into four parts. First, 
I will seek to identify difficulties in discerning a sustainable capitalism. Second, 
I will offer principles of analysis to assist in discerning a sustainable capitalism. 
Third, I will then apply the principles explored to the problems presented in the 
previous two parts. Finally, I will offer a brief conclusion.

Geoffrey Strickland
Pontifical University of the Holy Cross

True	Development	
and	the	Human	

Person:	
Transcending	
Contradiction	
in	Discerning	
a	Sustainable	

Capitalism



158

Geoffrey	Strickland

Problems of Discerning a Definition 
of Sustainable Capitalism 

Confusion	in	Language	and	Meaning

The Wall Street Journal recently published an article entitled “If the Election 
Is About Capitalism, What Does That Mean?”2 The article describes that “capi-
talism has long been a problematic idea for many Americans” as the “public 
understanding of the term is so vague that the current debate is probably less 
about the economic system and more a reflection of how people feel at the mo-
ment about their own well-being.”3 This is attributable, according to the author, 
to the fact that “there is also a lot of confusion at work,” evidenced by his claim 
that in the 1980s researchers found that just 35 percent of Americans could even 
define capitalism.4 According to the author, “in other words, it isn’t clear we’re 
all talking about the same thing.”5

Historical definitions speak to this confusion. The Oxford Dictionary of Politics 
notes in this regard that the term “has increasingly gained credence across the 
political spectrum, although this has inevitably produced inconsistency in its 
employment.”6 In articulating three spectrums of development and usage, both 
commonalities and divergences are clear.7 The first understanding presented, 
attributed to the thought of Werner Sombart and Max Weber, emphasizes ratio-
nality and reorganization of production directed toward maximum efficiency.8 A 
second understanding, attributed to the German Historical School, emphasizes 
profit-focused organization by way of the market economy.9 An understanding 
attributed to Karl Marx is then considered, with an emphasis on production, 
capital, social relationships, and the inherent power struggle therein, leaving one 
with an appreciation for the reality that a clear definition of capitalism remains 
elusive for many.10

A purview of some popular modern English language dictionaries yields the 
following definitions in what seems to be an attempt to streamline historical 
understandings. According to Merriam Webster, capitalism is “an economic 
system characterized by private or corporate ownership of capital goods, by 
investments that are determined by private decision, and by prices, production, 
and the distribution of goods that are determined mainly by competition in a 
free market.”11 The Oxford Dictionary defines capitalism as “an economic and 
political system in which a country’s trade and industry are controlled by private 
owners for profit, rather than by the state.”12 The Cambridge dictionary defines 
it as “an economic, political and social system based on private ownership of 
property, business and industry, and directed towards making the greatest possible 
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profits for successful organizations and people.”13 Noteworthy here is that the 
definitions span from citing simply an economic system, to citing an economic 
and political system, to finally an economic, political, and social system, echoing 
once again the definition’s elusive nature.

In an attempt to get to the root of the confusion, though noting that the situation 
“is obviously complex,” John Paul II made his own assessment of the situation 
in Centesimus Annus. In juxtaposing two divergent understandings of capital-
ism, he begins to expose the key conceptual roots at the heart of the problem.14 
On the one hand, capitalism can be understood as “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.”15 Conversely, he offers that 
capitalism can also signify “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.”16 In his characteristic 
way, John Paul II invites thus not only the consideration of the external elements 
of capitalism but also the conceptual underpinnings crucial to illuminating these 
definitional elements.

Distortion of Conceptual Underpinnings
Complicating the question even further is the changing socio-political vision 

of the human person, which has led to what could be termed an anthropologi-
cal identity crisis in modern culture.17 Societal perceptions of the conceptual 
foundations that have historically upheld capitalism and the free market, such 
as truth, freedom, and the transcendent value of human life are all affected.18 
Marguerite Peeters refers to this process as the “globalization of the western 
cultural revolution,” which results in a “new global ethic.”19 Peeters argues that 
there exists a causal link between the cultural espousal of deconstructionist an-
thropology and the global breakdown in systems of governance and institutions 
as such.20 This process is attributable to an inadequate system of values21 that 
modern governments rest on and that she understands as unsustainably artificial 
and abstract, rooted in an anthropological separation from the human person’s 
transcendent aspect.22 

Unsustainable Application
The fruit of this widespread confusion and changing cultural value system is 

the increasing effort to attach policies to capitalism that are theoretically foreign 
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to its nature, purportedly to effectuate sustainability. As John Paul II explains, 
“an unbridled capitalism which puts the quest for power and profit and the cult 
of an often soulless efficiency” can then occur that does not address the crux 
of present-day challenges.23 The resulting contradiction becomes, in a word, 
“inhuman.”24 

As the great global economic crisis illustrates, the effects of these policies 
are counterintuitive, and sustainability is increasingly elusive. The breakdown 
of proper linguistic use and commonsense meaning is evident as the concept of 
demographic control is introduced to the idea of capitalism and economic policy 
through terms and phrases such as “sustainable development,” “eliminating 
poverty,” and “good governance.”25 This has vast implications, experienced, 
according to Peeters, even to the remotest corners of the world.26 Programs of 
economic assistance aimed at financing campaigns of sterilization and contra-
ception become frequent and the acceptance of these campaigns becomes the 
condition of acceptance of such economic assistance.27

Humanity as Nontranscendent, Regulated Commodity
Archbishop Francis Chullikatt illustrates the reasoning of such campaigns 

in the following summary. Current discussions on economic development are 
led by a notion that human reproduction is a commodity that must be regulated 
and improved in order to encourage market efficiency.28 This leads to the view 
that population growth must be decreased in order to address poverty, illiteracy, 
and malnutrition.29 This in turn contributes to antireproductive technologies 
and adoption of laws discouraging parents from exercising their right to have 
children.30 Greater emphasis is placed on limiting, suppressing, or destroying 
life than toward defending and opening up the possibility of life, the possibility 
of development, and the opportunity to flourish.31 

The problem is multifaceted. One aspect has to do with linguistic issues of 
capitalism. Another aspect has to do with presently changing cultural understand-
ings of the conceptual underpinnings of capitalism. A third aspect concerns the 
practical application of the first two aspects, relevant to the overall sustainability 
of capitalism itself. Ironically, all three aspects are caused by and combine to 
perpetuate the same root problem: a view of human life as a nontranscendent, 
regulated commodity, which, as will be shown, is contrary to a sustainable 
capitalism.32
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Principles of Analysis

“Demythologization”	of	Language	Reveals	Truth	and	
Transcendence

In Fides et Ratio John Paul II characterizes the human person as “one who seeks 
truth” but notes that “the search for truth, of course, is not always so transparent” 
as “the natural limitation of reason and the inconstancy of the heart often obscure 
and distort a person’s search.”33 However, he makes the most important observa-
tion that “the unity of truth is a fundamental premise of human reasoning, as the 
principle of non-contradiction makes clear.”34 The nature of truth, drawing the 
human person outside himself toward the nature of reality itself and stretching 
him to the limits of the universe and beyond, reveals the human person as being 
undeniably transcendent.35

Pope Benedict XVI has expressed this idea of seeking linguistic transparency 
by the term “demythologizing.”36 In Deus Caritas Est Pope Benedict provides 
an example of this process, which in essence desires to arrive at the fundamen-
tal conceptual realities expressed by a word. He first evaluates forms of usage, 
then moves to the conceptual meanings present in the various forms of usage, 
and finally to the presence or lack of underlying conceptual unity amongst the 
usage and meanings.37 In this way, the realities expressed by the linguistic usage 
are demythologized and made transparent, revealing a truth that transcends.38

Concepts of Transcendence 
and Authentic Anthropocentricity

Regarding the most fundamental conceptual, as well as practical, underpinning 
of capitalism, John Paul II puts it succinctly in his 1991 encyclical, Centesimus 
Annus. He states, “man’s principal resource is man himself” as “his intelligence 
enables him to discover the earth’s productive potential and the many different 
ways in which human needs can be satisfied.”39 What John Paul II describes is 
the heart of the notion of human capital. Human capital refers to the skills, edu-
cation, health, and training of individuals, and of course, as John Paul II points 
out, presupposes and relies on the consideration of the human person as such.40 
Cardinal Tarcisio Bertone eloquently describes what can be termed transcendent 
anthropocentricity:

Undoubtedly, one cause of the economic crisis is the pervasiveness of a false 
ethical notion of efficiency, that would make personal profit into an absolute. 
Behind this “ethic” lies not only greed, but above all a concept of man severed 
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from all relations: man fundamentally alone, pursuing his own fulfillment 
within a restricted horizon that is exclusively materialistic. Whereas putting 
man back into the center means rediscovering the relations that make him who 
he is and make possible his integral human growth. We are not talking here 
about merely functional relations, but rather relations that could be defined 
as “ontological.” … Putting man back into the center means valuing and 
favoring his transcendental dimension. Man is not truly at the center unless 
he in turn can affirm the centrality of God, and unless his economic choices 
guarantee the life conditions that are indispensable if people are to be able to 
rise towards God.41

As the ultimate resource is the human person as such, it follows that the more 
human beings there are, the more inventors, producers, problem solvers, and 
creators there are to transform material resources and to create new resources.42 

If it is true that “man’s principal resource is man himself,” then the family is 
the fundamental and primary economic catalyst.43 Human beings, human capital, 
and all other forms of capital, ultimately find their source in families.44 The fam-
ily is, as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights affirms, “the natural and 
fundamental group unit of society” (Art. 16.3).45 Thus policies that are destruc-
tive to the family must not be attached to any notion of capitalism and the free 
market if a sustainable capitalism is to be attained.46

Authentic Anthropocentricity Yields Sustainability 
in Application

Pope Benedict XVI frequently calls for the replanning, rethinking, and re-
discovering of our human existence and nature as ethical beings to circumvent 
this current economic crisis, even as a prior step to considering the other various 
needed reforms.47 Marguerite Peeters echoes this sentiment in critiquing the 
modern values precipitating the crisis. For Peeters, insofar as present day values 
represent artificial and abstract constructs and accentuate the divorce among 
faith, reason, and life, their breakdown is a providential opportunity to move 
beyond them.48 At the root of this understanding is the notion of proper human 
relationship, based in the idea of humanity as one family composed of many 
families, with each one containing uniquely valuable persons with equally unique 
and valuable contributions to make to society.49 This is only possible if an ad-
equate appreciation of the transcendent dignity of the human person as such is 
established.50 This transcendent nature is rooted in none other than the human 
person created in the image and likeness of God who is primordially “family.”51 

It is when the human condition is appreciated as transcendent that adequate 
preconditions are available for sustainable capitalism to develop. Recognition 
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of this inviolable and transcendent dignity does not allow for the human being 
to merely be another “thing” as such, or far worse a thing to be exchanged or 
sacrificed for a false notion of “development.”52 For capitalism to be truly sustain-
able it must be a part of an authentically human development, that is, the integral 
development of each human in the totality of his or her humanity, both material 
and spiritual, and directed toward the common good.53 True development, and 
thus truly sustainable capitalism, cannot consist in the simple accumulation of 
wealth and in the greater availability of goods and services but must be pursued 
with due consideration for the social, cultural, and spiritual dimensions of the 
human being.54 

Analysis

The	Conceptual	Presupposition	of	the	Human	Person	as	Nexus

From the aforementioned considerations, four common concepts to the notion 
of capitalism as such can be deduced: person(s), thing(s), exchange, and develop-
ment.55 The question of how one understands the proper relation of the four is 
fundamental. No matter how one chooses to define capitalism or understand the 
proper relation of the four fundamental concepts of person, thing, exchange, and 
development, a further common denominator that must be conceded is that all 
four of these concepts are dependent on the first and primary reality: that of the 
human person. Without the reality of person, the entities of thing(s) and concepts 
of exchange and development lose their nexus of activity and meaning.  Things 
(an inanimate material object as distinct from a living sentient being),56 exchange 
(an act of giving one thing and receiving another in return),57 and development 
(an event constituting a new stage in a changing situation)58 all presuppose the 
human person as their reference point. As the human person is revealed as the 
foundation of the concept and linguistic use of capitalism, sustainable capitalism 
must also “sustain” this foundation.

Capitalism: Unsustainable Unless the Human Person 
Is Safeguarded

The problem of associating population control with economic growth and 
sustainable capitalism can be characterized by dueling contrary assertions: one 
linking population growth to lack of development while the other observing that 
population growth is a prerequisite for development. The latter argument holds 
that the most urgent issue is actually that of underpopulation, which means that 
using tax money to “invest” in destroying human capital is not only inhuman but 
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also counterproductive.59 It is clear that capitalism is inherently linked to the idea 
that human population will always grow for the simple reason that more people 
create more demand for products, supply, and labor.60 History illustrates this, as 
new businesses typically seek to establish themselves in areas where population 
is growing and leave areas where population and demand are falling.61 

Perhaps the greatest argument against linking sustainable capitalism to policies 
of demographic control are the practical effects of these policies, which render 
it difficult to deny the need for adopting a definition of sustainable capitalism 
in line with the human person’s transcendent dignity. In Western societies, the 
United States of America and many European countries illustrate situations of 
unsustainability.62 While these nations may not have governmental regulation 
of human reproduction as such, widespread belief in overpopulation and a per-
vasive culture of contraception and abortion have resulted in falling birthrates. 
The situation is such that, excepting a few countries such as Ireland and France, 
the vast majority of European countries do not even have replacement-level 
birthrates.63 It is projected that the total European population (including Russia) 
will decline from 728 million in 2000 to below 600 million in 2050.64 In 1950, 
five of the top twelve largest countries by population were in Europe, while in 
2005 only one was in Europe, and it is projected that by 2050 none will be in 
Europe.65 This will bring chronic shortages in young-adult manpower that will 
pose significant challenges to economic and national security.66 

In the United States of America a scenario in which fertility rates fall even 
further due to widespread efforts of “family planning” and “women’s health 
care” could trigger a collapse in fertility rates similar to that which has occurred 
in Europe.67 Particularly, young people of this generation find themselves in a 
precarious position.68 As they try to protect their diminishing standard of liv-
ing by having even fewer children, less human capital will be produced, with a 
subsequent loss of national economic and military power.69 Difficulties include 
rising costs of supporting the elderly, the consequent raising of taxes, and ever 
mounting educational costs.70 According to Phillip Longman, “If current projec-
tions prove true, the working population of the United States essentially will wind 
up paying one out of every five dollars it earns just to support retirees, while 
simultaneously trying to finance more and more years of higher education, as 
well as paying for a military that sees more and more of its resources devoted to 
yesteryear’s soldiers.”71Another notable example is China where the situation 
is potentially catastrophic. The one-child policy instituted in 1979 has caused a 
decline from 2.9 births per female to an estimated 1.54 in 2011, which is consid-
erably below the replacement rate of 2.1.72 A large number of Chinese now who 
have already left or are now leaving the workforce are causing what could be 
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called an “age wave.”73 In 2009, the number of those sixty and older increased 
by 7.25 million to 167.14 million.74 This age group will more than double by 
2030 with the Chinese workforce shrinking.75 The working-age population will 
fall from about 995.8 million people in 2015 to 789.0 million in 2050.76 Taking 
these developments into account, the economy will have to overcome extremely 
challenging population factors instead of being aided by them.77 In general, a 
shrinking workforce and shrinking population will mean shrinking economic 
output, which in turn will mean fewer resources.78 

In essence, the main problem confronting a sustainable capitalism can be 
characterized more properly as underpopulation and politics, not overpopulation.79 
According to Longman, shortages of raw materials may or may not appear in the 
future, depending on geopolitical and technological factors and advancements,80 
but what makes today’s economic growth unsustainable is the consumption of 
more human capital than it produces.81 As the economy demands increasingly 
more education from its workers and provides them with neither time nor money 
to educate their replacements in the next generation, the stock of human capital 
falls and is not easily renewed, with the consequences being disastrous.82 

Conclusion
A capitalism “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” is unsustainable.83 A sustainable capitalism 
must emphasize the “how” as well the “what” of social and political conditions 
of economic activity, seeing not only to rules but also to the moral quality and 
meaning of capitalism as well.84 A capitalism in which the human person is 
viewed as a nontranscendent, regulated commodity is inherently unsustainable 
and contradictory. In order to transcend contradiction in seeking a sustainable 
capitalism, man’s principal resource, which is man himself, must be cultivated 
and respected above all others. 
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