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Abstract	

Human	Ecology	in	Saint	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI	and	its	

Contribution	to	the	Debate	on	Sustainable	Development			

Jose	Ambrozic		

	

A	Catholic	Human	Ecology	 is	presented	as	 the	 favorable	and	

healthy	conditions	 for	 the	 flourishing	and	fulfillment	of	 the	human	

person,	 helping	 to	 solve	 conflicts	 between	 human	 activity	 and	

protection	 of	 the	 environment,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 healthy	 approach	 to	

social	 issues.	 This	 work	 argues	 that	 the	 application	 of	 Human	

Ecology	 -as	 proposed	 and	 developed	 by	 Popes	 John	 Paul	 II	 and	

Benedict	 XVI-	 to	 the	 field	 of	 Sustainable	 Development,	 helps	 to	

refocus	 the	policy	 sciences,	 economy,	politics	 and	development,	 to	

the	 service	of	 the	human	person.	 It	 encompasses	 the	 rich	Catholic	

tradition	 of	 thought	 on	 social	 issues	 and	 provides	 a	 harmonious	

view	which	integrates	and	reconciles	the	natural	environment	with	

the	human,	including	the	human	person,	his	body,	soul	and	spirit,	as	

well	 as	 human	 activity	 and	 its	 expression	 in	 life,	 technology,	

development	and	culture.		
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Introduction	

1.	Grasping	the	concept	

The	 aim	 of	 this	 research	 is	 to	 present	 the	 contribution	 that	 “Human	

Ecology”,	 a	 concept	 proposed	 by	 Pope	 John	 Paul	 II	 and	 developed	 by	 Pope	

Benedict	XVI,	can	make	to	the	Evangelization	of	Culture	in	the	current	context	

of	a	global	secular	culture,	particularly	as	applied	to	Sustainable	Development.	

The	 initial	 motivation	 for	 this	 research	 started	 with	 the	 striking	 concept	 of	

“Human	Ecology”	in	Pope	John	Paul	II’s	1991	Encyclical	Centesimus	Annus	and	

the	questions	 that	naturally	 arose.1	What	was	 the	origin	of	 the	 concept?	Why	

did	 he	 use	 it	 in	 such	 a	way?	 How	 did	 it	 relate	with	 the	 tradition	 of	 Catholic	

Social	 Thought?	 As	 the	 reflection	 deepened,	 the	 beauty	 and	 brilliance	 of	 the	

concept	was	more	apparent.	The	word	“ecology”	has	an	immediate	appeal	as	it	

evokes	 a	 moral	 cause	 that	 has	 widespread	 support	 as	 well	 as	 a	 longing	 for	

harmony	 and	 communion	 with	 nature;	 a	 communion	 free	 from	 controversy	

and	complications,	a	longing	that	can	be	easily	and	naturally	enjoyed.		

Attached	 to	 the	word	 “ecology”	was	 the	word	 “human”,	 another	word	

that	despite	being	abundantly	used,	has	currency	in	today’s	culture.	“Human,”	

as	 in	 humanitarian	 or	 referring	 to	 the	 humane	 treatment	 of	 animals,	 has	 an	

immediate	 connotation	 of	 good,	 virtuous,	 compassionate	 and	 ethically	

appropriate	behavior.	It	evokes	the	moral	high	ground	as	opposed	to	inhuman,	

and	 refers	 as	 to	 what	 is	 naturally	 proper	 for	 healthy	 human	 beings.	 Human	

Ecology	 is	 a	 powerful	 combination	 that	 sparks	 the	 imagination	 and	 elicits	 a	

																																																								
1	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	1991.		
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positive	emotional	response.2	The	Pope	had	made	a	connection	with	the	subject	

of	 ecology	 and	 tapped	 a	 source	 of	 abundant	 concerns,	 expectations,	 and	

commitments	in	the	current	global	culture.	

John	 Paul	 II	 presented	 Human	 Ecology	 not	 as	 an	 alternative	 or	 in	

opposition	 to	 natural	 ecology,	 but	 rather	 as	 something	 to	 complement	 it,3	

advocating	 “for	 the	 defense	 and	 preservation	 of	 common	 goods	 such	 as	 the	

natural	 and	 human	 environments.”4	It	 expanded	 the	 scope	 by	 analogy	 in	

applying	the	same	concerns	and	expectations	present	in	our	relationship	with	

nature	to	the	realm	of	society,	culture,	and	human	life.	In	some	way,	there	was	a	

felt	need	to	recognize	the	interdependence	of	natural	ecosystems	with	human	

action	and	social	 realities.	This	 lens	or	metaphor	seemed	an	adequate	way	 to	

encompass	 both	 worlds	 seamlessly,	 presenting	 a	 needed	 and	 welcomed	

contribution	to	the	current	complexity	of	social	issues.	Human	ecology	offered	

an	 ordering	 set	 of	 relevant	 principles	 to	 clarify	 the	 discussion.	 It	 seemed	 to	

have	the	qualities	for	these	tasks.5		

At	this	point,	it	is	useful	to	explore	the	origin	of	the	term	ecology.	Ernst	

Haeckel	coined	the	term	“ecology”	in	1866	to	describe	the	“economies”	of	living	

forms.6	The	 term	 economy	 comes	 from	 the	 greek	 oikos	 which	 means	 house,	

																																																								
2	The	subject	is	the	integral	ecology	from	a	human	perspective.	

3	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	1991,	§§37-38.	In	37	he	raises	“the	ecological	question	…	[and]	the	senseless	
destruction	of	the	natural	environment”.	In	38	he	adds	“In	addition	to	the	irrational	destruction	of	the	natural	
environment,	we	must	also	mention	the	more	serious	destruction	of	the	human	environment…	[besides]	preserving	the	
natural	habitats	of	the	various	animal	species…	too	little	effort	is	made	to	safeguard	the	moral	conditions	for	an	
authentic	"human	ecology".”	

4	Ibid.,	§40.	

5	Ibid.,	§§37-40.	This	includes	man’s	responsibility	for	urban	planning,	family	and	workplace;	(40)	the	“preservation	of	
common	goods	such	as	the	natural	and	human	environments”,	(38)	care	for	“the	social	structure	in	which	he	lives,	by	
the	education	he	has	received	and	by	his	environment…	in	accordance	with	the	truth…	with	more	authentic	forms	of	
living	in	community.”;	(39)	where	life	“can	develop	in	accordance	with	what	constitutes	authentic	human	growth.”	

6	The	Stanford	Encyclopedia	of	Philosophy	(Winter	2016	Edition),	Sahotra	Sarkar,	"Ecology,"	ed.	Edward	N.	Zalta,	last	
modified	Oct	10,	2016,	accessed	March	20,	2017.		https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/ecology/.	
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household	 or	 family;	 referring	 not	 only	 to	 the	 physical	 structure	 or	 the	

individuals	involved,	but	the	whole	operating	unit.	Also	interesting	is	the	term	

ecosystem.	 Although	 coined	 in	 1935	 by	 Arthur	 Tansley,7	the	 concept	 began	

with	Anton	Kerner	 and	 others	 in	 the	 late	 19th	 century	 borrowing	 the	 human	

concept	of	community	and	applying	it	to	natural	environments.8	Summarizing,	

they	pose	 that	organisms	 sharing	 the	 same	habitat,	 as	 they	 interacted	among	

themselves	 and	 with	 the	 environment,	 would	 form	 biotic	 communities,	

complex	organisms	with	a	life	cycle	and	a	degree	of	stability.	The	whole	would	

be	more	than	the	sum	of	its	parts	and	environmentalists	could	make	the	moral	

demand	that	ecosystems	had	a	natural	order	which	should	not	be	disturbed	or	

damaged	by	human	action.	Following	Aldo	Leopold	we	can	say	“a	thing	is	right	

when	 it	 tends	 to	 preserve	 the	 integrity,	 stability	 and	 beauty	 of	 the	 biotic	

community.	It	is	wrong	when	it	tends	otherwise.”9	This	concept	provides	useful	

insights	 for	Human	Ecology,	with	 the	 human	 community	 formed	 by	 different	

live	 agents,	 interacting	 between	 themselves	 and	 the	 environment;	 with	

interdependence	between	agents	and	the	environment,	the	environment	being	

constantly	 affected	 and	 changed	 by	 the	 agents,	 some	 discernible	 patterns	 or	

rules	of	healthy	interaction,	and	finally,	a	discernible	order	based	on	the	nature	

of	the	agents,	which	needs	to	be	respected	and	cultivated.	

The	 concept	 of	 Human	 Ecology,	 I	 believe,	 broadens	 the	 community	 of	

the	 creatures	 that	 conform	 the	natural	 environment	 in	 three	distinct	 aspects.	

First,	 it	 includes	 human	 persons	 as	 a	 key	 part	 of	 the	 ecological	 community.	
																																																								
7	Ibid.	

8	Frank	Benjamin	Golley,	A	History	of	the	Ecosystem	Concept	in	Ecology	(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	1993),	1-31.	

9	Aldo	Leopold,	Sand	County	Almanac	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press),	224-225.	For	Leopold,	the	“is”	of	the	nature	of	
the	biotic	community,	leads	to	an	“ought”	of	the	“right”	and	“wrong”	of	a	proper	environmental	ethic,	a	debated	issue	as	
will	be	noted	later.	



	 8	

Second,	it	includes	not	only	the	material,	physical	dimension,	but	also	the	meta-

physical	 and	 spiritual,	 so	 as	 to	 encompass	 the	whole	 human	 reality.	 Third,	 it	

includes	 the	 historical/temporal	 dimension,	 particularly	 when	 the	

consequences	 on	 future	 generations	 are	 factored	 into	 the	 analysis.	 Including	

these	 dimensions	 is	 necessary	 to	 have	 a	 relevant	 understanding	 of	 the	

dynamics	of	the	environment.	It	is	fairly	evident	that	the	actions	of	the	human	

person	can	improve	or	damage	the	conditions	of	the	environment.	Additionally,	

the	thought	processes,	cultural	movements	and	ideologies,	as	well	as	spiritual	

convictions	 and	 commitments	 of	 human	 persons	 have	 an	 impact	 on	 their	

choices	and	how	these	affect	the	environment.	Physical	processes	as	well,	affect	

the	 hopes,	 expectations,	 psychological	 life	 and	 culture	 of	 peoples.	 Finally,	

interdependence	 of	 resources	 and	 the	 environment	 across	 space	 and	 time	 is	

constantly	becoming	more	evident.	Pope	Benedict	XVI	addresses	this	when	he	

stresses	the	need	for	intra	generational	and	intergenerational	solidarity.10		

There	 are	 some	hurdles	 to	 overcome	and	 some	 confusion	 to	 clarify	 as	

we	 approach	 the	 concept	 of	 Human	 Ecology.	 The	 current	 debate	 regarding	

human	nature	and	social	 interaction	is	very	polarized	ideologically.	According	

to	Bloom	 it	 is	 the	 experience	 of	 every	 university	 professor	 that	 almost	 every	

student	will	come	having	been	taught	and	believing	with	moral	conviction	that	

truth	 does	 not	 exist	 and	 that	 all	 is	 relative.	 	 Consequently,	 no	 one	 can	 affirm	

what	 is	 true	 or	 what	 is	 good	 and	 what	 is	 evil,	 and	 to	 pretend	 to	 do	 so	 is	

regarded	as	being	intolerant	and	arrogant.11		

																																																								
10	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate.	2009,	§§48-50;	Pope	Benedict	XVI.	“Peace	Message	2010:	If	You	want	to	
Cultivate	Peace,	Protect	Creation,”	§§2,	7-9.	

11	Allan	Bloom,	The	Closing	of	the	American	Mind,	25-26.	
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The	 following	 description	 seems	 to	 me	 fairly	 representative	 as	 many	

more	 sources	 could	 be	 cited	 to	 support	 it.	 For	 decades	 there	 has	 been	 “an	

aggressive	political	class	redefining	America	through	the	promotion	of	abortion,	

feminism,	gay	rights,	cosmopolitanism,	and	socialist	economics”12	as	in	the	rest	

of	 the	Western	world.	 A	 “leadership	 class	 dominated	 by	 progressive	 elites”13	

mainly	 in	 the	media	and	academia,	but	 lately	also	 in	the	corporate	world,	has	

limited	this	discussion.	They	“will	tend	to	eschew	argument	or	any	examination	

of	 the	 ideology’s	 underlying	 presuppositions	 or	 premises,	 often	 refusing	 to	

concede	 that	 greater	 subtlety	 may	 be	 required,”	 act	 under	 “the	 belief	 that	

language	was	not	primarily	for	the	expression	of	truth	but	for	the	acquisition	of	

power,”	 “inflame	 the	 passions	 rather	 than	 to	 engage	 the	 logic	 of	 the	 mind…	

[a]ppeal	to	fear	and	play	on	people’s	anxiety,	never	asking	them	to	think	about	

the	 evidence.”14	Empirical	 science	 can	 provide	 insight	 into	 the	 empirical.	

However,	it	is	inadequate	to	illuminate	the	metaphysical	and	the	supernatural.	

The	 contribution	 of	 philosophy	 and	 theology,	 through	 both	 faith	 and	 reason,	

remain	 necessary	 as	 events	 “are	 the	 result	 of	 actions	 that	 arise	 from	 human	

choices…	 [and]	 while	 those	 choices	 may	 be	 economically	 or	 politically	

motivated,	they	have	deeper	roots…	Questions	of	human	action,	that	 is,	moral	

questions”	 are	 epistemological	 and	 finally	 driven	 by	 ontological	 and	

metaphysical	realities.15	

																																																								
12	Patrick	J.	Deneen,	“Moral	Minority,”	pp.	49-50	

13	Ibid.	

14	Randall	Smith,	“Ideology	and	the	Corruption	of	Language”.	

15	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics	and	the	Philosophical,	Theological,	and	Literary	Foundations	for	a	Metaphysics	
of	Nature.”	(PhD	diss.,	Universidad	Rey	Juan	Carlos,	2012),	2.	
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The	debate	on	truth	and	knowledge,	implied	in	the	previous	paragraph,	

is	far	beyond	the	scope	of	this	work,	but	I	will	have	to	engage	two	issues,	one	

epistemological	 and	 another	 anthropological.	 First,	 if	 we	 are	 to	 reach	 any	

relevant	conclusion	regarding	what	is	good	for	the	human	person	or	society,	a	

working	 concept	 of	 truth,16	is	 needed.	 Second,	 truth	 is	 not	 only	 a	 needed	

practical	 tool	 for	 the	 human	 being,	 but	 human	 fulfillment	 depends	 on	 his	

capacity	to	attain	it.17	

These	 are	 issues	 that	 cannot	 be	 avoided.	 In	 talking	 about	 Human	

Ecology,	we	 are	 dealing	with	 a	 space	 that	 is	 safe	 and	 healthy	 for	 the	 human	

person,	a	space	or	environment	that	is	“good.”	When	we	discuss	the	“good	life”	

or	 the	right	of	people	 to	pursue	happiness,	we	deal	with	 the	desire	of	human	

persons	 to	 strive	 for	what	 they	 consider	 “good”	 for	 themselves.	 Government	

and	 society	 are	 established	 by	 the	 people	 to	 safeguard	 their	 quest	 for	 the	

“good”	and	protect	them	from	evil.18	Political	authorities	have	the	duty,	within	

their	power,	to	provide	for	the	good	and	defend	from	evil,	and	the	people	have	

the	right	and	the	duty	to	hold	them	accountable.		In	chapter	4	we	will	see	how	

Benedict	XVI	poses	to	the	German	parliament	the	need	to	debate	and	agree	on	

what	 is	 just	 and	 good,	 opening	 to	 other	 sources	 of	 knowledge	 beyond	

positivism.	

																																																								
16	In	a	broad	sense,	a	realist	approach	in	which	truth	is	present	in	statements	that	correspond	with	reality,	which	is	not	
restricted	to	physical.	Among	the	various	alternatives	presented.	Glanzberg,	Michael,	"Truth",	The	Stanford	
Encyclopedia	of	Philosophy	(Winter	2016	Edition),	Edward	N.	Zalta	(ed.),	URL	=	
<https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/truth/>.,	accessed	March	19,	2018.			

17	These	two	issues	will	come	up	mostly	in	chapters	1,	2	and	particularly	in	chapter	4	which	shows	that	Leo	XIII	
considers	truth	as	necessary	for	the	exercise	of	freedom,	and	this	along	with	the	human	existential	quest	for	truth	will	
also	come	up	in	the	anthropologies	of	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI	in	chapter	4.	

18	Pope	Leo	XIII,	Rerum	Novarum,	§§34-35.		
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In	 exploring	 the	 “good	 life”	 for	 human	 beings	 and	 a	 “good”	 model	 of	 social	

organization	 which	 can	 provide	 the	 conditions	 for	 such	 “good	 life,”	 we	 are	

inevitably	dealing	with	the	truth	about	the	human	persons	and	how	they	relate	

to	 each	 other.	 We	 are	 talking	 necessarily	 about	 anthropology	 and	 ethics.	

Traditions	of	thought	that	have	dealt	with	these	issues	for	centuries	will	likely	

have	 valuable	 contributions.19	Religious	 traditions	 that	 engage	 in	 reasonable	

argument20	can	contribute	a	unique	wisdom	developed	over	centuries,	and	fill	

the	voids	and	correct	the	biases	of	political	ideologies.	

				

	

2.	Three	threads	leading	to	Catholic	Human	Ecology	

Taking	a	closer	look,	three	threads	appear	to	contribute	to	the	Catholic	

understanding	 of	 the	 term	 Human	 Ecology	 and	 its	 relevance:	 environmental	

concerns	 as	 they	 gave	 birth	 to	 a	 discipline;	 Human	 Ecology	 as	 it	 evolved	

through	the	last	century,	and	Catholic	Social	Thought	rooted	in	the	tradition	of	

the	 Church	 and	 developed	 explicitly	 beginning	 with	 Leo	 XIII	 in	 the	 late	

nineteenth	 century.	The	 initial	 step	 is	 to	 review	 the	development	and	mutual	

relationship	of	these	three	threads.		

The	 development	 of	 environmental	 concerns	 has	 grown	 thicker	 at	 an	

accelerated	pace	in	the	last	sixty	years	and	reached	an	important	milestone	in	

the	1972	 Stockholm	Conference	where	 it	 found	 global	 support.	However,	 the	

issues	 of	 development	 exerted	 a	 substantial	 influence	 leading	 to	 a	 need	 to	
																																																								
19	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Papal	Message	to	Ghanaian	Envoy	to	Holy	See,	2011,	“…drawing	on	the	wisdom	found	in	religious	
traditions,	especially	when…	science	and	technology	provide	little	or	no	answer.”	

20	Such	as	Catholic	teaching,	which	relies	on	both	faith	and	reasonable	argument	as	will	be	seen	in	chapter	4.			



	 12	

harmonize	 them	 with	 the	 environmental	 issues	 generating	 the	 concept	 of	

Sustainable	Development.	Further	discussions	brought	awareness	that	many	of	

the	 challenges	 faced	 by	 people	 in	 their	 living	 conditions	 were	 not	 solved	 by	

macroeconomic	growth.	The	importance	of	the	human	person	came	to	the	fore	

as	 Social	 Development	 was	 established	 as	 a	 third	 pillar	 of	 Sustainable	

Development	 acknowledging	 that	 “human	 beings	 are	 at	 the	 center	 of	 [its]	

concerns.”21	

In	 the	 past	 hundred	 years,	 Human	 Ecology	 has	 spawned	 valuable	

reflections	 in	 the	 different	 disciplines	 that	 have	 tried	 to	 claim	 it,	 as	 will	 be	

shown	in	chapter	3.	At	the	same	time,	no	discipline	has	been	able	to	claim	it	for	

long.	Human	Ecology,	as	it	implies	the	whole	of	human	experience,	necessarily	

draws	from	many	fields	of	study	such	as	geography,	sociology,	psychology	and	

architecture,	 to	name	a	 few.	The	path	of	Human	Ecology	yields	many	 insights	

both	 into	 the	 diverse	 factors	 that	 affect	 human	 life,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 complex	

dynamics	 that	 their	 mutual	 interaction	 weaves,	 and	 the	 influence	 on	 human	

persons	and	social	processes	continually	in	motion	and	evolvement.	Taken	as	a	

whole,	 the	enterprise	merits	 the	use	of	an	 interdisciplinary	approach,	at	odds	

with	 the	 traditional	 discipline-centered	 model	 more	 common	 in	 most	

universities.	

Finally,	 I	 believe	 that	 looking	 at	 Human	 Ecology	 as	 used	 in	 a	 social	

encyclical	by	a	philosopher	who,	as	Pope,	sought	to	put	the	mystery	and	glory	

of	the	human	person,	ruptured	and	reconciled,	at	the	forefront	of	his	teaching,	

naturally	evokes	the	totality	of	reality	bearing	on	the	human	person	facing	the	

																																																								
21	UN	“Rio	Declaration,”	1992,	§1.	
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challenge	of	being,	and	of	 leading	a	worthy	life.	The	interdisciplinary	richness	

involved	 is	 enhanced	 by	 a	 rich	 tradition	 which	 has	 reflected	 on	 the	 human	

mystery	 and	 the	 human	 condition	 for	millennia.	 It	 brings	 together	 the	 social	

magisterium	under	the	perspective	of	seeking	the	environment	most	conducive	

to	the	authentic	flourishing	of	the	human	person.	The	concept	of	the	common	

good	is	renewed	and	all	of	the	social	thought	and	the	reflection	of	the	Catholic	

church	on	the	human	person	supports	John	Paul	II’s	Human	Ecology.		

Although	the	concept	was	rich	and	apparently	strategic,	and	although	it	

was	 sufficiently	 meaningful	 for	 Pope	 Benedict	 XVI	 to	 use	 and	 develop	 in	

important	 documents,	 it	 had	 at	 first	 very	 little	 echo	 in	 Catholic	 scholarship.	

When	 I	 formally	 started	 the	 research	 in	 2010,	 I	 found	 nothing	 significant	

outside	of	 the	papal	magisterium	and	a	 few	documents	of	 the	Holy	See.	More	

recently,	a	growing	interest	has	been	expressed	through	different	initiatives.22	

	

	

3.	Catholic	“Human	Ecology”	

Catholic	“Human	Ecology”	as	such	started	with	John	Paul	II’s	use	of	the	

term	 in	his	1991	Encyclical	Centesimus	Annus.	However,	 even	 if	 the	 term	was	

not	 used	 before	 within	 the	 Catholic	 Church,	 its	 content	 has	 certainly	 been	

present	 in	Catholic	social	 thought.	The	concern	for	the	human	person	and	the	

conditions	 appropriate	 to	 protect	 his	 life	 and	 dignity	 are	 part	 of	 the	 Jewish	

tradition	in	the	Old	Testament,	are	the	core	of	the	Gospel’s	message,	have	been	
																																																								
22	Among	other	initiatives,	in	January	of	2012	the	Pontificia	Università	San	Tommaso	d'Aquino,	the	Institut	Français	-	
Centre	Saint	Louis	and	the	Université	Paris	Diderot	organized	in	Rome	the	round	table	Ecologia	umana	e	sviluppo	
sostenibile;	in	March	2016	the	Catholic	University	of	America	and	the	Napa	Institute	organized	the	conference	Human	
Ecology:	Integrating	Business	and	125	Years	of	Catholic	Social	Doctrine.	
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part	 of	 the	 Church’s	 thought	 and	 action	 during	 its	 twenty	 centuries	 of	

existence23,	 and	 have	 been	 developed	 more	 explicitly	 in	 the	 Church’s	 social	

teaching	 since	 Leo	 XIII’s	 Rerum	Novarum.	 The	 consistency	 of	 this	 approach	

along	all	these	centuries	is	supported	by	John	Paul	II’s	approach	of	renewal	and	

continuity	in	social	teaching	stated	in	1987,24	which	is	consistent	with	Blessed	

John	 Henry	 Newman’s	 understanding	 on	 the	 development	 of	 Catholic	

doctrine25	and	Pope	Benedict	XVI’s	hermeneutic	of	renewal	in	continuity.26	

Nothing	 human	 has	 ever	 been	 alien	 to	 the	 Church.	 As	 the	 preface	 to	

Gaudium	et	Spes	states:	“The	joys	and	the	hopes,	the	griefs	and	the	anxieties	of	

the	men	of	this	age,	especially	those	who	are	poor	or	in	any	way	afflicted,	these	

are	 the	 joys	 and	 hopes,	 the	 griefs	 and	 anxieties	 of	 the	 followers	 of	 Christ.	

Indeed,	nothing	genuinely	human	fails	to	raise	an	echo	in	their	hearts.”27	Some	

of	these	concerns,	particularly	the	conditions	of	the	worker	and	the	poor,	were	

already	acknowledged	by	Leo	XIII.28	

I	 argue	 that	Catholic	Human	Ecology	 as	presented	by	 John	Paul	 II	 and	

Benedict	XVI	encompasses	 the	whole	 tradition	of	Catholic	 social	 thought.	The	

Catholic	Church	has	always	been	concerned	with	“the	whole	man.”29	Expressing	

the	 love	 and	 concern	 of	 Christ	 for	 every	 human	 person,	 she	 is	 concerned	

primarily	with	the	salvation	of	people,	with	their	eternal	destiny,	but	also	with	

																																																								
23	Pontifical	Council	for	Justice	and	Peace.	Compendium	of	the	Social	Doctrine	of	the	Church,	The	biblical	foundation	for	
social	teaching	in	the	Old	Testament,	New	Testament,	including	the	Gospels,	is	found	throughout	the	text	and	
specifically	in	the	beginning	of	chapters	6-11;	and	its	presence	in	the	Church’s	teaching	and	action	in	pages	21-31.	

24	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Sollicitude	Rei	Socialis,	§3.			

25	John	Henry	Cardinal	Newman,	An	Essay	on	the	Development	of	Christian	Doctrine,	169-185.	

26	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Speech	to	Roman	Curia,	Traditional	Exchange	of	Christmas	Greetings.	2005.		

27	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§1.			

28	Pope	Leo	XIII,	Rerum	Novarum,	§§3,	28.	

29	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Inaugural	speech	at	Puebla,	§III.4.		
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all	 that	 affects	 them,	 and	 all	 that	 is	 relevant	 to	 their	 life	 and	 dignity.30	The	

Church	 is	 an	 “expert	 in	humanity”31	and	 as	 such	 contributes	her	wisdom	and	

service	to	the	human	rights	and	dignity	of	every	person	and	the	whole	human	

family.32	

What	is	the	whole	of	the	human	person?	What	elements	or	dimensions	

does	it	encompass	and	how	do	we	properly	prioritize	them?	John	Paul	II	stated	

that	“one	of	the	most	obvious	weaknesses	of	present-day	civilization	lies	in	an	

inadequate	view	of	man.”33	It	is	“the	age	of	the	forms	of	humanism	and	the	age	

of	 anthropocentrism.	 Nevertheless,	 it	 is	 paradoxically	 also	 the	 age	 of	 man's	

deepest	anxiety	about	his	identity	and	his	destiny,	the	age	of	man's	abasement	

to	previously	unsuspected	levels,	the	age	of	human	values	trampled	on	as	never	

before.”34	John	 Paul	 II	 finds	 the	 cause	 in	 “the	 inexorable	 paradox	 of	 atheistic	

humanism.	It	is	the	drama	of	man	being	deprived	of	an	essential	dimension	of	

his	 being,	 namely,	 his	 search	 for	 the	 infinite,	 and	 thus	 faced	with	 having	 his	

being	reduced	 in	 the	worst	way.”35	This	explains	why	there	 is	an	urgent	need	

for	a	true	anthropology,	a	true	understanding	of	the	human	person	on	which	to	

base	a	Human	Ecology.	This,	as	well,	begs	for	a	sound	epistemology	so	we	can	

discern	what	knowledge	about	the	human	person	is	relevant.	

We	also	need	to	understand	the	human	person	in	the	context	of	society,	

and	even	more,	within	the	context	of	his	relations	with	nature,	other	creatures,	

																																																								
30	Ibid.,	§III.2.	

31	Pope	Paul	VI,	Speech	at	the	United	Nations,	1965,	§3.		

32	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Inaugural	speech	at	Puebla,	§III.3.	

33	Ibid.,	§I.9.	

34	Ibid.	

35	Ibid.	
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and	the	universe.	Catholic	teaching	clarifies	that	“the	primordial	affirmation	of	

this	anthropology	is	that	man	is	God's	image	and	cannot	be	reduced	to	a	mere	

portion	 of	 nature	 or	 a	 nameless	 element	 in	 the	 human	 city.”36	In	 regards	 to	

mankind	and	nature,	“what	we	call	‘nature’	in	a	cosmic	sense	has	its	origin	in	‘a	

plan	of	 love	and	truth’…’from	the	 free	will	of	God;	 [Who]	wanted	 to	make	his	

creatures	 share	 in	his	 being,	 in	his	 intelligence,	 and	 in	his	 goodness’	 [calling]	

man	and	woman,	made	in	the	image	and	likeness	of	the	Creator	to	‘fill	the	earth’	

and	to	 ‘have	dominion	over’	 it	as	 ‘stewards’	entrusted	by	God	himself	(cf.	Gen	

1:28).”37	Human	persons	were	“to	have	exercised	their	dominion	over	the	earth	

(Gen	1:28)	with	wisdom	and	love.	Instead,	they	destroyed	the	existing	harmony	

by	deliberately	going	against	the	Creator's	plan,	that	is,	by	choosing	to	sin.”38		

Therefore,	 “the	 increasing	 devastation	 of	 the	world	 of	 nature…	 results	

from	the	behavior	of	people	who	show	a	callous	disregard	for	the	hidden,	yet	

perceivable	 requirements	 of	 the	 order	 and	 harmony	 which	 govern	 nature	

itself.”39	God	entrusted	man	not	with	power	to	dominate,	but	rather	to	protect	

and	care	for;	“a	duty	to	exercise	responsible	stewardship	over	creation,	to	care	

for	it	and	to	cultivate	it.”40		

	

	

	

																																																								
36	Ibid.	

37	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Peace	Message.	2010,	§6.	

38	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Peace	Message	1990,	§3.		

39	Ibid.,	§5.	

40	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Peace	Message.	2010,	§6.	
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4.	Why	a	Catholic	Human	Ecology?	

I	 will	 develop	 these	 three	 words	 to	 understand	 how	 they	 give	 meaning	 and	

relevance	to	the	concept.	

			 a)	Importance	of	Ecology	

Ecology	 was	 the	 subject	 chosen	 by	 John	 Paul	 II	 for	 his	 1990	 Peace	

Message.	He	saw	the	lack	of	respect	for	nature	as	a	threat	to	world	peace,	and	

also	as	an	expression	of	a	deeper	moral	crisis	reflecting	selfishness,	dishonesty,	

disregard	 for	 others,	 contempt	 for	 man	 and	 lack	 of	 respect	 for	 life.41	His	

message	also	 stresses	 the	 interdependence	not	only	of	 countries	and	regions,	

but	 also	 of	 diverse	 dimensions	 of	 life.	Worldviews,	 religious	 convictions	 and	

morals,	 science	 and	 business	 strategies,	 war,	 migration,	 government	 policies	

and	international	bodies,	lifestyles	and	poverty,	urban	planning,	education	and	

solidarity,	 family	life	and	the	economy;	all	affect	each	other.	They	are	affected	

by	and	affect	 the	 environment.	The	Pope	 chose	 to	use	 the	 terms	 “ecosystem”	

and	“delicate	ecological	balances”42	to	emphasize	this	interdependence	and	the	

unforeseen	 consequences	 of	 actions	 previously	 regarded	 as	 unrelated.	 This	

interdependence,	 springs	 from	 the	 very	 nature	 of	 the	 universe.	 “Theology,	

philosophy	 and	 science	 all	 speak	 of	 a	 harmonious	 universe,	 of	 a	 ‘cosmos’	

endowed	with	its	own	integrity,	 its	own	internal,	dynamic	balance.	This	order	

must	be	respected.	The	human	race	is	called	to	explore	this	order,	to	examine	it	

with	due	care	and	to	make	use	of	 it	while	safeguarding	 its	 integrity.”43	Due	to	

this	 complexity,	 and	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 “the	 earth	 is	 ultimately	 a	 common	

																																																								
41	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Peace	Message.	1990,	§1.	

42	Ibid.,	§§6,	7.	

43	Ibid.,	§8.	
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heritage”44	the	cooperation	of	individuals,	peoples,	states	and	the	international	

community	 is	 needed.45	The	 concern	 for	 the	 environment	 and	 the	 particular	

role	 of	 the	 human	 person	 are	 already	 present	 here	 and	 they	 will	 be	 later	

integrated	in	the	Human	Ecology.	

The	 concern	 for	 the	 environment	 had	 already	 been	 raised	 in	 1971	 by	

Paul	VI,	calling	for	a	common	responsibility	in	regards	to	a	shared	destiny.	He	

warned	“that	by	an	ill-considered	exploitation	of	nature	[man]	risks	destroying	

it	and	becoming	in	his	turn	the	victim	of	this	degradation…	[even]	the	human	

framework	is	no	longer	under	man's	control,	thus	creating	an	environment	for	

tomorrow	which	may	well	be	intolerable.	This	is	a	wide-ranging	social	problem	

which	 concerns	 the	 entire	 human	 family.”46	More	 recently	 Pope	Benedict	 XVI	

emphasized	the	relevance	of	environmental	responsibility	 for	peace:	 “Respect	

for	 creation	 is	 of	 immense	 consequence,	 not	 least	 because	 ‘creation	 is	 the	

beginning	and	the	foundation	of	all	God’s	works’,	and	its	preservation	has	now	

become	 essential	 for	 the	 pacific	 coexistence	 of	 mankind,”	 and	 also	 its	

connection	 to	 man’s	 pursuit	 of	 welfare	 and	 happiness:	 “Integral	 human	

development	 is	 closely	 linked	 to	 the	 obligations	 which	 flow	 from	 man’s	

relationship	with	the	natural	environment.”47	

As	 will	 be	 developed	 in	 chapter	 1,	 ecological	 problems	 involve	 and	

threaten	 all	 dimensions	 of	 human	 life	 and	 peaceful	 coexistence,	 from	 basic	

access	to	unpolluted	air,	water	and	food,	to	energy,	education,	technology	and	

																																																								
44	Ibid.,	§8.	

45	Ibid.,	§§9,	15.	

46	Pope	Paul	VI,	Octogesima	Adveniens,	§21.		

47	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Peace	Message	2010,	§§1,	2.	
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development.	 Through	 this	 work	 I	 will	 make	 evident	 that	 they	 involve	 the	

moral	and	spiritual	 inasmuch	as	our	 lifestyles	and	choices	 impact	 the	welfare	

and	even	survival	of	others,	both	in	the	present	time	and	in	future	generations.	

The	way	we	deal	with	 this	 responsibility	 inevitably	affects	our	own	 lives,	not	

only	in	physical	terms,	but	also	psychologically	and	spiritually.	No	one	can	act	

with	selfishness	or	indifference	to	the	plight	of	others	without	diminishing	his	

own	humanity	and	without	harming	his	own	conscience	and	heart.	

The	 awareness	 of	 ecological	 challenges	 present	 in	 today’s	 world	 and	

culture48	is	also	an	opportunity	to	engage	people	regarding	the	common	good.	

Many	 misconceptions	 and	 distortions	 need	 to	 be	 corrected,	 but	 ecological	

awareness	 has	 spurred	 a	 willingness	 to	 act.	 As	 people	 are	 educated	 in	 the	

complexity	and	interdependence	of	factors	involved	in	our	ecosystems	and	the	

moral	nature	of	the	ecological	problems,	they	will	be	able	to	respond	in	a	more	

comprehensive	way	 to	 these	 challenges.	 Some	may	 have	 replaced	 their	 faith	

and	morals	by	 committing	 to	 a	 reductive	 conception	of	 ecology	which	 allows	

them	to	ease	their	conscience	with	some	environmental	measures	which	do	not	

challenge	 their	 lifestyles	 or	 other	 convictions.	 But	 they	will	 be	 challenged	 in	

their	intelligence	and	goodwill	to	recognize	the	holistic	nature	of	the	ecological	

problems	 and	 strive	 for	 the	 changes	 needed	 in	 their	 lives.	 The	 persuasive	

power	of	ecology	in	the	present	time,	and	the	concept	of	ecosystem	which	helps	

visualize	the	interdependence	of	so	many	factors,	can	help	raise	the	relevance	

in	today’s	culture	of	many	social	issues	so	close	to	the	heart	of	the	Church	and	

so	relevant	to	the	welfare	and	flourishing	of	mankind.	

																																																								
48	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Peace	Message	1990,	§1.	
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		 	b)	Ecology	should	be	Human	

A	sound	ecology	has	to	be	human,	because	as	John	Paul	II	elaborates,	the	

universe	does	not	make	sense	without	mankind:	 “God	entrusted	 the	whole	of	

creation	to	the	man	and	woman….	[calling	them	to	put]	into	play	those	abilities	

and	gifts	which	distinguish	the	human	being	from	all	other	creatures.”49	There	

is	 an	 unavoidable	 difference	 between	 humans	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 creation.	 God	

“established	 a	 fixed	 relationship	 between	 mankind	 and	 the	 rest	 of	 creation.	

Made	in	the	image	and	likeness	of	God,	Adam	and	Eve	were	to	have	exercised	

their	 dominion	 over	 the	 earth	 (Gen	 1:28)	 with	 wisdom	 and	 love.”50	This	

dominion	 has	 been	 misunderstood	 as	 exploitation	 in	 the	 modern	 and	

postmodern	context	of	the	last	two	hundred	years,	so	fixated	with	the	notions	

of	instrumental	logic	and	power.	The	word	for	dominion	comes	from	the	latin	

dominus	which	 relates	 to	house,	 caring	 for	 the	house,	domesticating,	 and	 the	

mastery,	 stewardship	and	 responsible	 care	exercised	by	 the	Lord	and	Master	

Jesus	Christ.	 It	 implies	 love,	concern	and	responsibility.51	Harrison	and	others	

make	a	cogent	case	that	 it	 is	actually	the	rejection	of	the	Catholic	view	by	the	

Enlightenment	and	some	protestant	approaches,	which	provided	the	reasoning	

that	allowed	the	exploitation	of	nature.52	

Lynn	White,	 Minteer	 and	 Manning	 and	 many	 environmental	 ethicists,	

insist	 that	 there	 is	 no	 fundamental	 difference	 between	 humans	 and	 other	

creatures	 and	 that	 proposing	 a	 special	 place	 for	 humans	 reflects	 an	

																																																								
49	Ibid.,	§3.	

50	Ibid..	

51	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Peace	Message,	2010,	§6;	Ricardo	Simmonds,	“Reconciliation	Environmentalism,”	25,	81.	

52	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics,”	33-35.		
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anthropocentric53	bias	which	abets	 the	abuse	of	nature.54	However,	 ecological	

appeals	 to	human	action	unwittingly	acknowledge	man’s	particular	 relevance	

by	 enjoining	 human	 persons	 to	 act	 or	 abstain	 in	 issues	 that	 affect	 the	

environment,	which	 they	do	not	ask	or	expect	of	other	creatures	highlighting	

this	paradox.55	Beavers	will	flood	valleys,	predators	will	act	as	such	and	species	

will	 drive	 out,	 exterminate	 or	 asphyxiate	 others	 without	 concern	 for	 the	

consequences,	much	 less	 for	 biodiversity.	 It	 is	 significant	 that	 the	 criteria	we	

use	 to	 determine	 the	 value	 of	 natural	 environments	 in	 terms	 of	 beauty,	

biodiversity,	 etc.,	 is	 unavoidably	 from	 a	 human	 perspective,	 and	 that	 we,	 as	

humans,	 take	 upon	 ourselves	 the	 duty	 of	 avoiding	 harmful	 actions	 and	

correcting	damage	done	to	the	environment.	This	approach	 is	consistent	with	

having	conscience	and	free	will	and	recognizing	our	role	and	duty	of	dominion	

as	 responsibility,	 but	 not	 so	 much	 with	 believing	 that	 we	 have	 the	 same	

responsibility	as	any	other	animal	or	organism.	Other	creatures	are	not	capable	

of	this,	but	the	human	person	has	the	capacity,	and	therefore	the	freedom	and	

duty,	which	gives	him	a	special	dignity	that	sets	him	apart.56	Of	course,	he	can,	

																																																								
53	Understood	as	viewing	nature	as	having	only	instrumental	value	for	humans.	Ibid.,	p.	36.	

54	Lynn	White,	“The	historical	roots	of	our	ecological	crisis,”	(1967);	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics,”	35-37.	

55	“How	can	we	solve	a	problem	of	two	opposing	philosophies	when	both	are	consistent	but	contradictory	between	
themselves?	…	The	question,	‘Why	conserve	the	ecosystem?’	can	be	answered	by	the	anthropocentrism	theory:	
conserve	for	man	(or	for	human	uses	or	conservation	of	man).	The	question:	‘What	is	man’s	function	on	earth?’	can	be	
answered	by	the	biocentrism	theory:	man’s	role	is	to	conserve.	But	the	first	question	does	not	have	an	answer	in	the	
second	theory	and	vice	versa.”	Martinez	de	Anguita,	Environmental	Solidarity,	pre-publication,	quoted	in	Mary	Taylor,	
“Environmental	Ethics,”	36,	note	49.	

56	Robert	Spaemann,	Essays	in	Anthropology,	59-60.	“The	distinction,[of	human	dignity]	it	seems	to	me,	lies	in	the	
following:	non-human	beings	cannot	take	ownership	of	the	web	of	purposes	into	which	they	are	drawn	by	external	
forces.	They	remain	inescapably	at	the	center	of	their	own	being.	Relating	everything	else	to	themselves,	to	their	own	
genes,	their	own	kind.	And	what	they	do	to	everything	else	is	in	turn	done	to	them:	they	too	become	material	for	the	
development	of	other	beings.	Anaximander	expressed	this	by	saying	that	in	their	disintegration	things	“pay	penalty	and	
retribution	to	each	other	for	their	injustice,”	and	Hegel	said	that	in	death	all	non-human	beings	respect	the	truth	of	the	
nothingness	of	finitude.	But	a	human	being	is	one	who	can	stand	back	and	relativize	herself.	She	can,	as	Christ	
terminology	has	it,	“die	to	herself.”	Put	differently,	she	can	submit	her	own	interests	and	agendas	to	a	wider	
conversation	because	she	can	recognize	other	people’s	interests	and	agendas	as	being	worthy	of	equal	consideration…	
She	does	not	simply	make	everything	a	feature	of	her	own	environment.	On	the	contrary,	she	realizes	that	she	herself	
constitutes	an	environment	for	other	things	and	other	people.”		
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and	has	abused	this	greater	capacity	not	living	up	to	his	dignity.	However,	for	

the	same	reason,	he	can	work	to	restore	it.	

			 c)	The	Catholic	view	enriches	Human	Ecology	

How	can	the	notion	of	Human	Ecology	profit	from	a	Catholic	view?	It	has	

had	 a	 colorful	 itinerary,	 from	 being	 focused	 on	 the	 human	 impact	 on	 the	

environment	 and	 then	 on	 the	 environment’s	 impact	 on	 the	 human;	 to	

considering	 human	 systems	 such	 as	 cities,	 culture	 and	 the	 psychological;	

having	 included	 geography,	 sociology,	 architecture,	 urban	 planning	 and	

economy,	moving	 from	 the	multidisciplinary	 to	 the	 interdisciplinary	 towards	

the	end	of	the	20th	century.	This	has	established	a	strong	analogy	between	the	

ecology	of	nature	and	the	human,	reflected	in	many	aspects	of	human	life:	“The	

tenor	 of	 a	 marriage	 -	 or	 divorce	 -	 creates	 a	 kind	 of	 ‘emotional	 ecology’	 for	

children.	Just	as	a	tree	is	affected	by	the	quality	of	the	air,	water	and	soil	in	its	

environment,	 the	emotional	health	of	children	 is	determined	by	the	quality	of	

the	intimate	relationships	that	surround	them.”57	The	ecology	of	family	and	its	

immediate	social	environment	have	been	proven	repeatedly	as	the	key	element	

for	the	healthy	flourishing	of	children	and	youth.58	However,	it	is	still	lacking	in	

order	and	harmony.	

The	Catholic	approach	can	provide	such	order	and	harmony	from	an	

integrated	perspective.	It	also	provides,	since	the	Church	is	an	“expert	in	

humanity”,	the	truth	about	God	and	His	design	for	the	universe,	man,	and	his	

place	in	it.	It	contributes	to	ethical	social	reasoning	as	it	represents	the	values	

																																																								
57	John	M.	Gottman,	What	Predicts	Divorce?	:	The	Relationship	Between	Marital	Processes	and	Marital	Outcomes.	

58	Kay	S.	Hymowitz,	Boy	Trouble.	
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of	a	significant	portion	of	the	people,	contributes	the	wealth	of	centuries	of	

proven	and	discussed	arguments	and	provides	the	moral	energy	to	engage	

people	in	the	works	of	justice.59	The	Roman	Catholic	tradition	has	from	the	

beginning	relied	on	reasoned	inquiry	to	approach	the	truth	and	the	good60	

which	allows	it	to	interact	with	diverse	intellectual	disciplines.	

Catholic	 thought	 on	 social	 issues	 is	 grounded	 in	 Sacred	 Scripture,	 and	

along	with	the	Jewish	and	wider	Christian	tradition,	has	shaped	its	conception	

of	 individuals	 and	 society	 for	 thousands	 of	 years.	 Catholic	 thought	 on	 social	

issues	 defends	 the	 life	 and	 dignity	 of	 the	 human	 person	 because	 of	 its	

transcendent	nature;	 it	defends	the	rights	 implied	in	that	dignity,	but	also	the	

human	ecology,	the	living	conditions	that	are	consistent	with	it.	It	affirms	that	

the	dignity	of	individuals	implies	a	transcendent	and	spiritual	purpose	that	has	

valuable	meaning	and	that	a	key	part	of	that	purpose	is	self-giving	for	the	good,	

life,	and	dignity	of	others.	As	the	lives	of	human	persons	are	aligned	with	that	

purpose,	they	achieve	fulfillment.61				

Catholic	faith	defends	the	dignity	of	human	persons,	and	their	right	for	

what	 is	 true	 and	 good.	 Catholic	 social	 ethics	 is	 based	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 the	
																																																								
59	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Lecture	at	‘La	Sapienza,’"	where	he	references	Rawls	supporting	the	value	of	faith	traditions:	
“The	important	thing	in	this	assertion,	it	seems	to	me,	is	the	acknowledgment	that	down	through	the	centuries,	
experience	and	demonstration	–	the	historical	source	of	human	wisdom	–	are	also	a	sign	of	its	reasonableness	and	
enduring	significance.	Faced	with	an	a-historical	form	of	reason	that	seeks	to	establish	itself	exclusively	in	terms	of	a-
historical	rationality,	humanity’s	wisdom	–	the	wisdom	of	the	great	religious	traditions	–	should	be	valued	as	a	heritage	
that	cannot	be	cast	with	impunity	into	the	dustbin	of	the	history	of	ideas.”		

60	Ibid.	“The	Christians	of	the	first	centuries	…	received	their	faith	not	in	a	positivistic	manner,	nor	as	a	way	of	escape	
from	unfulfilled	wishes;	rather,	they	understood	it	as	dispelling	the	mist	of	mythological	religion	in	order	to	make	way	
for	the	discovery	of	the	God	who	is	creative	Reason,	God	who	is	Reason-Love.	This	is	why	reasoned	inquiry	concerning	
the	truly	great	God,	and	concerning	the	true	nature	and	meaning	of	the	human	being,	did	not	strike	them	as	
problematic,	as	a	lack	of	due	religious	sentiment:	rather,	it	was	an	essential	part	of	their	way	of	being	religious.	Hence	
they	did	not	need	to	abandon	or	set	aside	Socratic	inquiry,	but	they	could,	indeed	were	bound	to	accept	it,	and	
recognize	reason’s	laborious	search	to	attain	knowledge	of	the	whole	truth	as	part	of	their	own	identity….		Yet	truth	
means	more	than	knowledge:	the	purpose	of	knowing	the	truth	is	to	know	the	good.	This	is	also	the	meaning	of	Socratic	
inquiry:	What	is	the	good	which	makes	us	true?	The	truth	makes	us	good	and	the	good	is	true:	this	is	the	optimism	that	
shapes	the	Christian	faith…”	

61	Webster’s	New	World	College	Dictionary	defines	“fulfill	oneself”	as	“to	realize	completely	one’s	ambitions,	
potentialities,	etc.;”	and	realize	as	“make	real,	bring	into	being.”	I	will	use	it	more	narrowly	as	making	real	or	achieving	
the	fullness	of	being,	realizing	the	more	substantive	potentialities	of	the	human	person.	
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human	person.62	The	human	person,	modeled	in	the	image	and	likeness	of	God,	

who	is	love,	has	love	at	the	core	of	his	identity	and	vocation.	The	human	person	

is	only	 fulfilled	 in	 love.	Only	 the	human	person	can	rise	above	 instinct,	above	

self-preservation,	and	above	self-interest.	Only	the	human	person	can	choose	to	

love,	to	sacrifice,	to	suffer	and	even	to	die	for	the	love	and	the	benefit	of	others.	

The	 human	 person	 shares	 this	 capacity	 of	 conscious	 and	 free	 self-denial	 for	

love	 and	 for	 the	 good	 of	 others,	 with	 the	 divine.	 This	 vocation,	 as	 well	 as	

openness	to	love	and	to	the	encounter	with	God,	oneself,	others,	and	creation,	is	

the	source	of	the	unbounded	genius,	richness,	and	depth	of	which	any	human	

person	 is	 capable.	 That	 is	 our	 glory	 and	 dignity.63	That	 is	 why	 every	 human	

person	 is	 an	 irreplaceable	 treasure,	 worthy	 of	 love,	 respect,	 and	 care.	 The	

image	of	the	divine	is	in	every	person.	

As	John	Paul	II	comments,	recognizing	the	presence	of	the	divine,	which	

is	 the	 Catholic	 foundation	 of	 the	 dignity	 of	 every	 human	 person,	 lay	 and	

religious	 missionaries	 and	 volunteers	 have	 been	 energized	 to	 preach	 and	

educate	 about	 the	 dignity	 of	 individuals	 and	 to	 give	 aid	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 that	

dignity	worldwide.64	The	Catholic	Church	supports	human	rights	and	justice	as	

part	 of	 the	moral	 and	 social	 ecology	 appropriate	 to	 the	dignity	 of	 the	human	

																																																								
62	I	have	chosen	to	use	the	term	“human	person”	instead	of	“individual”	in	most	occasions	to	convey	the	uniqueness	of	
the	spiritual	and	relational	nature	of	each	human	being.	Individual	refers	to	a	single,	not	divisible	member	or	unit	of	a	
group	or	species.	Person	derives	from	the	Greek	“prosopon”	which	referred	to	theater	masks	but	has	a	long	theological	
and	philosophical	tradition	identified	with	spiritual,	rational	beings	having	conscience	and	free	will	and	with	a	social	
disposition.	

63	The	nature	of	the	vocation	and	dignity	of	the	human	person	will	be	elaborated	in	the	Catholic	anthropology	in	
chapter	4,	but	can	also	be	found	in	Pope	Paul	VI.	Gaudium	et	Spes,		§§	22,	24;	and	Pontifical	Council	for	Justice	and	
Peace.	Compendium	of	the	Social	Doctrine	of	the	Church,	pp.	49-52.	

64	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§57	“As	far	as	the	Church	is	concerned,	the	social	message	of	the	Gospel	must	
not	be	considered	a	theory,	but	above	all	else	a	basis	and	a	motivation	for	action.	Inspired	by	this	message,	some	of	the	
first	Christians	distributed	their	goods	to	the	poor,	bearing	witness	to	the	fact	that,	despite	different	social	origins,	it	
was	possible	for	people	to	live	together	in	peace	and	harmony.	Through	the	power	of	the	Gospel,	down	the	centuries	
monks	tilled	the	land,	men	and	women	Religious	founded	hospitals	and	shelters	for	the	poor,	Confraternities	as	well	as	
individual	men	and	women	of	all	states	of	life	devoted	themselves	to	the	needy	and	to	those	on	the	margins	of	society,	
convinced	as	they	were	that	Christ's	words	‘as	you	did	it	to	one	of	the	least	of	these	my	brethren,	you	did	it	to	me’	(Mt	
25:40)	were	not	intended	to	remain	a	pious	wish,	but	were	meant	to	become	a	concrete	life	commitment.”	



	 25	

person	and	gives	them	a	solid	foundation	and	a	moral	persuasion.65	Justice	is	to	

give	each	person	what	is	due	to	his	full	reality.66	Theories	of	the	market	and	of	

society	 based	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 a	 social	 contract	 and	 on	 self-interest	 explain	

some	of	these	dynamics,	but	reducing	human	experience	to	these	concepts,		as	

will	 be	 seen	 in	 chapter	 2,	 is	 overly	 simplistic.	 Justice	 demands	 that	 we	

acknowledge	 the	 fullness	of	 the	 truth	and	 reality	of	 every	human	person,	not	

merely	his	economic	and	political	dimensions.67		

The	 contribution	 of	 the	 Catholic	 approach	 is	 significant.	 The	 Social	

Doctrine	 or	 Social	 Teaching	 of	 the	 Church	 is	 the	 heritage	 that	 deals	with	 the	

diverse	issues	involved	in	human	ecology	and	it	stems	from	applying	the	Word	

of	 God	 and	 Magisterium	 to	 “the	 presence	 of	 Christians	 in	 the	 midst	 of	 the	

changing	situations	of	the	world,	in	contact	with	the	challenges	that	result	from	

those	 situations.	 This	 social	 doctrine	 involves	 therefore	 both	 principles	 for	

reflection	 and	 also	 norms	 for	 judgment	 and	 guidelines	 for	 action.”68	The	

Church's	 social	 doctrine,	 as	 part	 of	 moral	 theology	 provides	 a	 theological	

approach	 “in	 contrast	 both	 to	 the	 ‘atheistic’	 solution,	 which	 deprives	man	 of	

one	 of	 his	 basic	 dimensions,	 namely	 the	 spiritual	 one,	 and	 to	 permissive	 and	

consumerist	solutions,	which…	seek	to	convince	man	that	he	is	free	from	every	

law	 and	 from	 God	 himself,	 thus	 imprisoning	 him	 within	 a	 selfishness	 which	

ultimately	harms	both	him	and	others.”69	It	reflects	the	responsibility	that	the	

																																																								
65	Pontifical	Council	for	Justice	and	Peace.	Compendium	of	the	Social	Doctrine	of	the	Church,	pp.	66-67	;	Luis	Fernando	
Figari,	La	Dignidad	del	Hombre	y	los	Derechos	Humanos,	23.	

66	The	whole	of	their	reality:	physical,	moral,	social,	spiritual.		

67	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Inaugural	speech	at	Puebla,	§III.2.	

68	Ibid.,	§III.7.	

69	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§55.	
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Church	has	towards	creation	which	she	must	assert	in	the	public	sphere	as	part	

of	her	service	to	humanity,	but		

[s]he	 must	 above	 all	 protect	 mankind	 from	 self-destruction.	 There	 is	
need	 for	what	might	be	called	a	Human	Ecology,	correctly	understood.	
The	 deterioration	 of	 nature	 is	 in	 fact	 closely	 connected	 to	 the	 culture	
that	 shapes	 human	 coexistence:	 when	 “Human	 Ecology”	 is	 respected	
within	society,	environmental	ecology	also	benefits…	Herein	 lies	 a	 grave	
contradiction	 in	our	mentality	and	practice	 today:	one	which	demeans	
the	person,	disrupts	the	environment	and	damages	society.”70		

	
Here	we	see	that	the	Church’s	social	doctrine	is	rooted	in	charity	and	concern	

for	the	true	reality	of	the	human	person.71	Thus,	charity	starts	with	justice,	but	

recognizes	the	necessity	of	going	beyond	justice	to	build	a	society	that	is	truly	

human72.	 The	 expression	 of	 charity	 implied	 in	 the	 Church’s	 social	 doctrine	

includes	the	common	good,	“the	good	that	is	sought	not	for	its	own	sake,	but	for	

the	people	who	belong	 to	 the	 social	 community	 and	who	 can	only	 really	 and	

effectively	pursue	their	good	within	it.	To	desire	the	common	good	and	strive	

towards	it	is	a	requirement	of	justice	and	charity.”	73	This	is	a	responsibility	for	

all,	 in	the	measure	of	 their	capacity,	which	extends	not	only	to	the	 immediate	

society	 but	 to	 the	 whole	 human	 family,	 and	 in	 this	 the	 Catholic	 view	

																																																								
70	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§51.	

71	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§6,	“’Caritas	in	veritate’	is	the	principle	around	which	the	Church's	social	
doctrine	turns,	a	principle	that	takes	on	practical	form	in	the	criteria	that	govern	moral	action.”		

72	Ibid.	“On	the	one	hand,	charity	demands	justice:	recognition	and	respect	for	the	legitimate	rights	of	individuals	and	
peoples.	It	strives	to	build	the	earthly	city	according	to	law	and	justice.	On	the	other	hand,	charity	transcends	justice	
and	completes	it	in	the	logic	of	giving	and	forgiving.	The	earthly	city	is	promoted	not	merely	by	relationships	of	rights	
and	duties,	but	to	an	even	greater	and	more	fundamental	extent	by	relationships	of	gratuitousness,	mercy	and	
communion.”		

73	Ibid.,	§7,	“To	take	a	stand	for	the	common	good	is	on	the	one	hand	to	be	solicitous	for,	and	on	the	other	hand	to	avail	
oneself	of,	that	complex	of	institutions	that	give	structure	to	the	life	of	society,	juridically,	civilly,	politically	and	
culturally,	making	it	the	pólis,	or	“city”.	The	more	we	strive	to	secure	a	common	good	corresponding	to	the	real	needs	
of	our	neighbours,	the	more	effectively	we	love	them.	Every	Christian	is	called	to	practise	this	charity,	in	a	manner	
corresponding	to	his	vocation	and	according	to	the	degree	of	influence	he	wields	in	the	pólis.	This	is	the	institutional	
path	—	we	might	also	call	it	the	political	path	—	of	charity,	no	less	excellent	and	effective	than	the	kind	of	charity	which	
encounters	the	neighbour	directly”		
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strengthens	 the	 notion	 that	 all	 are	 co-responsible	 of	 the	 natural	 and	 social	

environment	we	all	share.		

Human	Ecology	requires	a	complex	approach	that	 involves	charity	and	

truth,	 scientific	 research	 and	 moral	 evaluation,	 and	 a	 score	 of	 disciplines	

properly	combined	as	it	seeks	the	integral	good	of	man,	and	here	is	where	the	

Church's	 social	 doctrine	 can	 be	 of	 service,	 since	 “among	 the	 causes	 of	

underdevelopment	there	 is	a	 lack	of	wisdom	and	reflection,	a	 lack	of	 thinking	

capable	 of	 formulating	 a	 guiding	 synthesis,	 for	 which	 ‘a	 clear	 vision	 of	 all	

economic,	social,	cultural	and	spiritual	aspects’	is	required.”74	

	

5.	The	Environment	and	Dynamics	of	Human	Ecology		

Human	 Ecology	 implies	 an	 environment,	 an	 ecosystem	 which	 is	 not	

static	but	at	 least	 in	equilibrium.	 I	borrow	 from	physics	 the	concept	of	 stable	

and	unstable	equilibrium.	Something	 is	stable	when	its	dynamics	are	resilient	

to	 external	 forces	 and	 tend	 to	 support	 and	 restore	 its	 balance,	 such	 as	 a	

gyroscope.	 It	 is	 unstable	 when	 its	 dynamics	 tend	 in	 different	 directions	 and	

although	 balanced,	 external	 forces	might	 easily	 throw	 it	 off	 balance.	Nature’s	

ecosystem	 has	 its	 stable	 patterns	 and	 dynamics.	 Moreover,	 it	 has	 an	 active	

interaction	 with	 the	 human	 persons.	 It	 affects	 and	 shapes	 them	 but	 is	 also	

affected	 and	 shaped	 by	 them,	 specifically	 their	 actions.	 Human	 action	makes	

this	 challenge	 basically	 an	 ethical	 one.	 Thus,	 we	 have	 to	 examine	 it	 in	 two	

aspects,	first,	the	stable	conditions	needed	for	the	different	aspects	of	a	healthy	

Human	Ecology,	and	second,	the	complex	interaction	of	active	dynamics	needed	

																																																								
74	Ibid.,	§31.	
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to	drive	the	system	to	a	stable	balance	which	fosters	those	desired	conditions.	

These	 dynamics	 are	 supported	 or	 undermined	 by	 the	 decisions	 of	 human	

persons.	 This	 involves	 the	 ethical	 and	 consequently	 puts	 the	 spiritual	

dimension	 at	 the	 center	 of	 the	 efforts	 needed	 to	 build	 and	 develop	 a	Human	

Ecology.75		

As	will	 emerge	 from	 this	work,	 particularly	 from	 chapter	 4,	 as	 people	

deal	 with	 their	 interactions	 with	 each	 other	 and	 the	 environment,	 concepts	

such	as	principles,	values,	rights,	duties	and	justice	emerge.	To	a	degree,	these	

values	are	incorporated	in	the	harder	structures	of	politics,	government,	laws,	

the	economy	and	models	of	development.	They	are	also	present	 in	 the	 softer	

realities	 of	 culture,	 lifestyles,	 education,	 family	 and	 social	 life.	 Ultimately,	 the	

real-life	 expression	 of	 these	 values	 are	 all	 consequence	 of	 decisions,	 choices	

and	actions	of	human	persons.	As	these	expressions	respond	to	the	true	nature	

of	the	human	person	–Catholics	would	say	according	to	God’s	plan–	the	Human	

Ecology	that	they	embody,	will	be	healthy	and	will	foster	the	fulfillment	and	the	

integral	 development	 of	 the	 people.	 As	 they	 diverge	 from	man’s	 true	 nature,	

they	will	be	toxic	to	him,	betraying	his	identity	and	undermining	his	realization.	

From	the	reflection	on	the	human	person	we	conclude	the	need	to	consider	the	

importance	of	his	spiritual	dimension	to	achieve	his	flourishing	and	fulfillment.	

We	must	 also	 consider	his	 teleological	nature,	which	 leads	us	 to	 consider	his	

purpose	and	also	the	path	by	which	he	advances	to	achieve	that	purpose.		

However,	stable	equilibrium	is	only	one	dimension	and	as	we’ll	see,	it	is	

rarely	present	 in	real	 life.	Charles	Elton	says:	 “The	 impression	of	anyone	who	

																																																								
75	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Peace	Message	1990,	§§13,	15,	16.	
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has	 studied	animal	numbers	 in	 the	 field	 is	 that	 the	 ‘balance	of	nature’	hardly	

exists,	 except	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 scientists.	 It	 seems	 that	 animal	 numbers	 are	

always	 tending	 to	 settle	 down	 into	 a	 smooth	 and	 harmonious	 working	

mechanism,	 but	 something	 always	 happens	 before	 this	 happy	 state	 is	

reached.”76	It	is	a	dynamic	equilibrium,	subject	to	shift.	The	Christian	concept	of	

time	 moved	 us	 from	 a	 never	 ending	 cyclical	 confinement	 to	 the	 horizon	 of	

development	 and	 progress	 towards	 the	 plenitude	 of	 fulfillment	 in	 the	 end	 of	

times.	The	human	person	seeks	equilibrium	at	a	basic	level	but	harbors	in	his	

spirit	a	longing	for	that	fulfillment	where	nothing	more	can	be	desired.	This	is	

expressed	in	personal	lives	in	the	insatiable	desire	for	growth,	knowledge	and	

the	 full	unfolding	of	 latent	 skills,	 capacities	and	possibilities,	 as	well	as	 in	 the	

craved	 intensity	of	 life,	power,	emotions	and	experiences.	 In	society,	 from	the	

times	 of	Babel,	 humanity	 has	 sought	 endless	 discovery	 and	progress	 pushing	

back	 limits	 and	 frontiers.	 This	 quest	 is	 part	 of	 human	 nature	 and	 a	 healthy	

Human	 Ecology	will	 provide	 the	 relatively	 stable	 conditions	 for	 its	 continual	

development.			

	

6.	Human	Ecology,	the	common	good	and	Sustainable	Development	

The	 three	 are	 closely	 related.	 As	will	 be	 seen	 in	 chapter	 four,	 Human	

Ecology	 from	 the	 Catholic	 view	 brings	 together	 the	 rich	 tradition	 of	 Catholic	

Social	Thought,	which	has	the	common	good	as	one	of	its	main	principles	and	

goals.77	A	 healthy	 Human	 Ecology	 identifies	with	 the	 common	 good.	 It	 is	 the	

																																																								
76	Quoted	in	Robert	Ezra	Park,	‘‘Human	Ecology,”	§5.	

77	The	common	good	is	the	first	principle	of	Catholic	Social	Doctrine.	See	Pontifical	Council	for	Justice	and	Peace.	
Compendium	of	Social	Doctrine.	§s	160-169.		
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environment	 that	 best	 provides	 for	 the	 life	 and	 flourishing	 of	 all	 human	

persons78.	Many	statements	and	documents	of	Pope	Benedict	and	of	 the	Holy	

See	 establish	 human	 ecology	 as	 the	 key	 foundation	 for	 Sustainable	

Development79.	 The	 environment	 for	 the	 human	 is	 part	 natural	 and	 part	 the	

man-made	reality	of	culture	and	society.	In	the	recent	past,	the	wellbeing	of	the	

natural	environment	has	been	threatened	and	damaged	by	the	demands	of	the	

man-made	 environment.	 The	 quest	 for	 the	 use	 of	 natural	 resources,	 the	

careless	 disposal	 of	 waste,	 the	 ever	 growing	 presence	 of	 human	 action	 has	

negatively	affected	the	natural	environment.	The	concern	for	the	common	good,	

particularly	when	involving	future	generations,	requires	that	we	harmonize	the	

economic	development	needed	to	provide	for	the	material	needs	of	populations,	

with	the	conditions	that	will	protect	the	natural	environment	so	it	can	continue	

to	 provide	 indefinitely,	 becoming	 a	 Sustainable	 Development.	 This	 will	 be	

developed	 in	 chapters	 one	 and	 two,	 along	 with	 the	 inclusion	 of	 social	

development	 for	a	more	human	approach.	 Social	development	 focuses	on	 the	

living	 conditions	 of	 people	 instead	 of	 only	 the	 macroeconomic	 figures	 of	

economic	development.	In	doing	so,	it	tries	to	ensure	that	development	actually	

brings	better	conditions	of	life	to	all	people.	From	a	different	perspective,	Sachs	

links	Sustainable	Development	to	the	common	good,	although	he	prefers	to	talk	
																																																								
78	The	Compendium	brings	together	the	three	concepts	in	§	340.	It	says	a	business	“must	move	in	the	direction	of	a	
“social	ecology”	of	work	and	contribute	to	the	common	good	also	by	protecting	the	natural	environment.”	Pontifical	
Council	for	Justice	and	Peace.	Compendium	of	Social	Doctrine.	§	340.	Interesting	that	“a	‘social	ecology’	of	work”	is	
referenced	in	the	same	paragraph	in	which	John	Paul	II	uses	the	term	“human	ecology”	for	the	first	time	in	his	
magisterium,	and	used	to	explain	it.	In	the	same	context	of	human	ecology,	John	Paul	II	talks	about	the	state’s	role	to	
preserve	“common	goods	such	as	the	natural	and	human	environments.”	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§s	38,	40.	
	
79	Pope	Benedict	XVI.	Letter	to	the	Ecumenical	Patriarch	of	Constantinople	on	the	Occasion	of	the	Seventh	Symposium	
of	the	Religion,	Science	and	the	Environment	Movement,	2007;	Pope	Benedict	XVI,		World	Day	Of	Peace,	“If	You	Want	to	
Cultivate	Peace,	Protect	Creation,”	2010.	§	11;	Holy	See,	Statement	to	the	Third	Ministerial	Conference	of	the	World	
Trade	Organization.	December	2,	1999.	§s	2,	7;	at	the	World	Summit	on	Sustainable	Development	(Johannesburg,	South	
Africa),	September	2,	2002;	Interventions	at:	the	11th	session	of	the	UN	Commission	on	Sustainable	Development.	April	
30,	2003;	the	Second	Committee	of	the	General	Assembly	of	the	UN	on	Sustainable	Development	(Item	88),	October	5,	
2004;	the	15th	Session	of	the	Commission	on	Sustainable	Development	of	the	UN	Economic	and	Social	Council,	May	10,	
2007;	and	the	54th	General	Conference	of	the	International	Atomic	Energy	Agency	(I.A.E.A.),	September	21,	2010;	and	
Pontifical	Council	for	Justice	and	Peace	-	The	Fight	Against	Corruption,	Sept	21,	2006.	§s	5,7.	
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about	 citizens	 rather	 than	 human	 persons.80	An	 important	 issue	 is	 whether	

Sustainable	 Development	 focuses	 on	 the	 aspects	 most	 relevant	 to	 the	 actual	

wellbeing	 and	 flourishing	 of	 actual	 people,81	rather	 than	 on	 well	 functioning	

social	models.	

	

7.	Taking	stock	of	my	own	baggage	

It	 is	 appropriate	 to	 acknowledge	 explicitly	 some	 of	 the	 views	 and	

concerns	 which	 I	 have	 cultivated	 and	matured	 through	 the	 years	 and	which	

have	found	expression	in	some	aspects	of	this	research.	Some	of	them	are	part	

of	what	 is	common	to	the	general	human	experience.	However,	 the	particular	

way	in	which	they	developed	in	my	own	life,	shaped	the	views	I	contribute	to	

the	research	of	these	issues.	

Coming	of	age	in	the	seventies	in	Latin	America	was	a	heady	experience.	

Politically,	 Marxism	 and	 socialism	 had	 a	 strong	 appeal	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	

prevalent	 economic	 inequality	 and	 injustice.	 Technology	 was	 opening	

astounding	 possibilities;	 society	 and	 culture	 were	 inebriated	 with	 the	

experience	 of	 subverting	 an	 obsolete	 and	 hypocritical	 establishment	 and	

questioning	 all	 received	 wisdom.	 Everything	 was	 up	 for	 change,	 especially	

moral	 constraints.	 As	 I	 rediscovered	 my	 faith	 in	 Jesus	 Christ,	 at	 the	 age	 of	

sixteen,	I	did	not	see	it	merely	as	a	refuge	from	the	surrounding	strife	and	chaos.	

Rather,	I	had	found	in	my	faith	the	answer	to	help	change	the	world	in	the	right	

																																																								
80	Jeffrey	D.	Sachs,	The	Age	of	Sustainable	Development,	11.	“Sustainable	Development	is	a	way…	to	define	the	objectives	
of	a	well	functioning	society,	one	that	delivers	wellbeing	for	its	citizens	today	and	for	future	generations…	what	a	good	
society	should	be.”	

81	UN,	Our	Common	Future,	1987,	§8,	Cooperation	is	needed	“if	global	sustainable	development	is	to	be	achieved…	[This	
concerns]	people,	whose	well	being	is	the	ultimate	goal	of	all	environment	and	development	policies.”		
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direction.	Communists	advocated	changing	the	unjust	structures.	We	advocated	

changing	hearts	so	newly	 transformed	men	could	 then	change	 the	structures.	

Rationalists	ridiculed	faith.	We	sought	to	reconcile	faith	and	reason.	I	believed	

that	 God	was	 the	 source	 both	 of	 Revelation	 and	 of	 the	 created	 realities	 that	

science	studied,	so	any	opposition	was	only	apparent	and	it	was	my	task	to	help	

solve	it.	I	believed	God	had	designed	the	universe	with	harmony	and	order,	and	

that	truth	obtained	through	faith	and	reason	could	help	us	restore	it	and	guide	

authentic	progress.	All	sciences	and	disciplines	of	study,	along	with	faith,	had	to	

be	 brought	 in	 harmony	 to	 improve	 society	 according	 to	 God’s	 plan.	 Human	

Ecology	seems	to	respond	precisely	to	this	challenge.	

In	the	turmoil	of	those	years,	many	of	my	loved	ones	became	committed	

communists,	anarchists,	cynics	or	something	else.	 I	 listened	to	their	souls	and	

pains,	ministered	to	them,	often	vainly,	and	grieved,	but	I	could	not	dismiss	or	

label	 them.	 They	 were	 human	 persons	 struggling	 with	 their	 own	 issues,	 but	

with	their	dignity	and	their	calling	to	contribute	to	a	better	world.	I	sought	to	

find	ways	of	making	my	 faith	understandable	 and	 relevant	 to	 them.	Dialogue	

was	key,	both	 to	bridge	 the	gap	 in	 the	mutual	 recognition	of	 the	value	of	our	

humanity	and	 friendship,	and	to	 find	ways	of	cooperating	 in	building	a	better	

world.	 Given	 that	Human	Ecology	 seeks	 a	 healthy	 common	 space	 for	 all,	 this	

dialogue	 is	 not	 only	 a	 helpful	 step.	 It	 is	 a	 necessary	 space	 and	 condition	 of	

Human	Ecology	 that	allows	all	of	us	 to	participate	and	 take	ownership	of	 the	

world	 we	 build.	 A	 space	 of	 dialogue	 between	 Church	 and	 world,	 among	

believers	 of	 many	 faiths	 and	 non-believers	 of	 different	 persuasions	 is	 an	
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unavoidable	challenge.	I	found	Pope	Benedict	had	a	clear	understanding	of	this	

need	and	he	seemed	to	make	the	adequate	efforts	to	respond	to	it.82		

In	the	task	of	bringing	sciences	and	academic	disciplines	to	contribute	to	

the	common	good,	some	obstacles	were	apparent.	Disciplines	had	emancipated	

themselves	 from	 philosophy,	 disintegrated	 among	 themselves,	 and	 no	 longer	

had	 a	 teleology	 or	 ethics	 to	 guide	 the	 direction	 of	 their	 efforts	 nor	 an	

epistemology	 to	 provide	 sound	 methods	 and	 the	 scope	 of	 their	 object.	 The	

humanities	 lacked	 a	 sound	 anthropology.	 The	 only	 boundaries	were	 political	

correctness	and	peer	review.	Human	Ecology	can	provide	the	incentive	of	both	

contributing	to	the	common	good	as	a	common	direction	and	purpose,	as	well	

as	using	reasoned	argument	to	build	a	consensus	on	what	is	good	and	how	to	

achieve	it.		

	

8.	Formulating	a	plan	-	Methodology	

After	 confirming	 the	 aim,	 the	 next	 step	 was	 to	 define	 the	 scope	 and	

method	of	the	research.	Certainly	the	term	Human	Ecology	in	the	magisterium	

opens	a	vast	horizon.	Nothing	human	is	alien	to	it,	so	the	need	to	circumscribe	

the	 study	 was	 clear.	 To	 start,	 I	 defined	 the	 theme	 as	 Human	 Ecology	 in	 the	

works	of	popes	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI.	Pope	Benedict	XVI’s	resignation	

contributed	in	closing	his	magisterium.	Next,	of	all	the	possible	issues	related	to	

the	 theme	 of	 Human	 Ecology,	 the	 issue	 of	 Sustainable	 Development	 looked	

promising,	 as	 it	 had	 garnered	widespread	 support	 both	 in	 the	 culture	 and	 in	

																																																								
82	As	the	scope	of	Human	Ecology	encompasses	society,	and	the	free	persons	in	it,	the	need	to	create	a	space	for	
dialogue	pursuant	to	the	common	good	is	basic	for	its	success.	Chapter	4	argues,	that	Pope	Benedict	XVI’s	speeches	at	
Regensburg,	La	Sapienza	and	the	German	Parliament,	are	part	of	a	deliberate	and	reasoned	effort	in	that	direction.	
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official	efforts	and	had	the	conceptual	connections	with	Catholic	social	teaching.	

Thus,	 the	 subject	 of	 the	 research	was	 then	 defined	 as	Human	Ecology	in	John	

Paul	 II	 and	 Benedict	 XVI	 and	 its	 contribution	 to	 the	 debate	 in	 Sustainable	

Development.	

Regarding	 the	 method,	 initial	 conversations	 with	 Maryvale	 faculty	

advised	Historical	Research	Design.	Further	conversations	with	other	scholars	

made	me	aware	that	many	historians	dislike	“method”	as	a	bias	from	empirical	

sciences.	More	advice	received	was	to	not	allow	method	to	rule	the	process	but	

to	 guide	 it,	 allowing	 contributions	 from	 historical	 insights,	 intuition,	

epistemology	 and	 the	 crosspollination	 among	 the	 different	 disciplines.	 The	

approach	was	 to	review	the	development	of	 the	main	 issues	most	relevant	 to	

the	research	in	each	of	the	three	threads,	or	themes	as	historically	developed,	

each	 according	 to	 its	 own	 nature,	 starting	 with	 Environmental	 issues	and	the	

road	 to	Sustainable	Development,	 following	 with	 The	path	explored	by	Human	

Ecology,	 and	 finally	Human	Ecology	enriched	from	a	Catholic	perspective.	 Each	

thread	would	 be	 examined	 in	 itself,	 but	 would	 add	 its	 insights	 to	 enrich	 the	

previous	work.		

The	 first	 thread	 was	 developed	 presenting	 in	 chapter	 one	 the	 origins	

and	 context,	 and	 in	 chapter	 two	 the	 rationale	 for	 the	 concept	 of	 Sustainable	

Development.	Chapter	two	reviews	documents	from	international	conferences	

and	 analyzes	 the	 three	 pillars	 of	 Sustainable	 Development:	 Economic	

Development,	 Social	 Development	 and	 Environmental	 Protection,	 along	 with	

the	 controversial	 issues	 they	 raised	 and	 considers	where	 the	 contribution	 of	

other	 perspectives	 could	 be	 helpful.	 Because	 Sustainable	 Development	 has	
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been	framed	within	the	policy	sciences	with	a	particular	notion	of	 the	human	

person	and	society	which,	while	apparently	innocuous	for	practical	issues,	has	

serious	consequences	when	the	integral	scope	of	Human	Ecology	is	considered,	

the	second	chapter	closes	with	a	section	concerning	this	and	the	relevance	of	a	

sound	anthropology.	

The	 third	chapter	 is	dedicated	 to	 the	second	 thread	of	Human	Ecology	

which	through	different	phases	of	study,	yielded	many	insights	 from	different	

disciplines	 and	 perspectives.	 Interdisciplinary	 work	 came	 up	 often	 showing	

value	 in	 integrating	 knowledge	 and	 methods	 from	 different	 disciplines,	 in	 a	

synthesis	of	approaches.	This	 fits	quite	well	 the	needs	perceived	 in	the	 issues	

involved	in	Sustainable	Development.	The	tendency	to	a	holistic	approach,	both	

as	 a	 practical	 need	 and	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 longing	 for	 harmony	 and	

reconciliation,	was	also	a	valuable	contribution.	

The	 fourth	 chapter	 deals	 with	 themes	 relevant	 to	 Sustainable	

Development	 and	 Catholic	Human	 Ecology	 in	 the	work	 of	 popes	 John	 Paul	 II	

and	Benedict	XVI.	Both	popes	have	written	on	social	 issues	and	the	subject	of	

renewal	in	continuity,	and	that	seems	quite	appropriate	to	this	subject.	Human	

Ecology	is	rooted	in	that	tradition	of	Catholic	anthropology	and	social	thought,	

and	 synthesizes	 it,	 enriched	 with	 a	 new	 perspective,	 renewed	 as	 a	 more	

eloquent	voice	in	the	public	forum.		

Understanding	Human	 Ecology	 in	 this	way	 has	many	 advantages:	 it	 is	

grounded	 in	 a	 consistent	 body	 of	 thought	 articulated	 and	 tested	 through	

centuries;	it	appeals	to	an	important	common	concern	in	today’s	culture	which	

is	the	healthy	survival	of	both	our	natural	and	human	environments;	it	puts	the	
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human	person	and	his	flourishing	as	a	criteria	for	discerning	what	is	good	and	

healthy;	it	moves	the	debate	about	the	human	person	and	his	rights	from	self-

interest	 to	solidarity,	 to	the	context	of	 the	common	good,	and	concern	for	the	

common	 space	 we	 all	 share.	 Although	 this	 work	 focuses	 on	 the	 concept	 of	

Human	Ecology	 in	 the	works	of	popes	 John	Paul	 II	and	Benedict	XVI,	Laudato	

si’83	adds	 elements	 and	 nuances	 which	 are	 noted	 in	 a	 section	 of	 the	 fourth	

chapter.	

Both	 the	 conclusions	 and	 the	 recommendations	 are	 related	 to	 the	

practical	 aspects	 in	 which	 Catholic	 Human	 Ecology	 contributes	 to	 the	 more	

evident	 aspects	 of	 the	 common	 good,	 but	 also	 to	 the	 deeper	 dynamics	 that	

shape	 society	 and	 culture	 in	ways	 that	 are	 very	 relevant	 to	 the	wellbeing	 of	

human	persons.	A	few	are	related	to	promising	areas	of	study	to	be	pursued.	A	

key	 element	 is	 the	 building	 of	 that	 common	 space	 of	 dialogue	 and	 reasoned	

argument	 over	 the	 common	 good,	 which	 was	 discussed	 as	 part	 of	 Pope	

Benedict	XVI’s	 contribution.	That	 space	has	 to	be	open	 to	all,	bringing	people	

together	 in	 building	 the	 framework,	 values	 and	 vocabulary	 for	 reasoned	

argument	over	what	 is	 the	good	and	the	 just	we	must	procure	as	we	care	 for	

the	natural	and	cultural	environment,	the	Human	Ecology	we	share.		

																																																								
83	Pope	Francis,	Laudato	Si’:	On	Care	For	Our	Common	Home,	2015.		
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Chapter	 1.-	 Environmental	 issues	 and	 the	 road	 to	 Sustainable	

Development		

There	is	a	consensus	that	we	are	undergoing	an	ecological	crisis.84	This	

concern	has	 continued	 to	 grow	 since	 the	mid-twentieth	 century	 and	 involves	

diverse	 aspects	 such	 as	 chemical	 pollution	 or	 poisoning,	 endangerment	 and	

extinction	 of	 species,	 deforestation,	 urban	 sprawl,	 a	menaced	 ozone	 layer,	 an	

increasing	 carbon	 footprint,	 and	 climate	 change.	 A	 cursory	 analysis	 of	 these	

concerns	 frequently	 points	 to	 humanity	 as	 the	 source	 of	 these	 dangers;	 such	

problems	 would	 be	 a	 direct	 consequence	 of	 human	 activity	 and	 directly	

proportional	 to	 bad	 human	 behavior	 and	 population	 growth.	 However,	

different	 narratives	 try	 to	make	 sense	 of	 the	 environment	 and	 its	 challenges,	

offering	correspondingly	different	assessments	of	what	the	challenges	are,	how	

they	relate	to	humans,	and	what	actions,	 if	any,	we	should	take.	Assessing	the	

impact	of	population	growth,	for	example,	entails	a	view	of	the	human	person,	

society	and	its	relation	to	the	surrounding	world.		

Presenting	a	comprehensive	assessment	of	the	different	approaches	is	a	

huge	 task	 since	 “the	 ecological/environmental	 field	 has	 become	 a	 booming	

growth	 industry.	 What	 began	 as	 a	 small,	 countercultural	 fringe	 group	 has	

grown	 into	 an	 extensive	 academic	 field	 with	 endowed	 professorial	 chairs,	

journals,	 conferences,	 and	 institutes	 ...	 The	diversity	 among	practitioners	 and	

theorists,	 whether	 they	 call	 themselves	 environmentalists,	 ecologists,	 or	

																																																								
84	Jeffrey	D.	Sachs,	The	Age	of	Sustainable	Development,	34.	“humanity	has	become	a	serious	threat	to	its	own	future	
wellbeing,	and	perhaps	even	its	survival,	as	the	result	of	unprecedented	human-caused	harm	to	the	natural	
environment.”	
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something	else,	is	immense.”85	Zimmerman	documents	more	than	two	hundred	

different	perspectives	and	there	are	many	different	attempts	 to	classify	 them,	

often	 marked	 by	 author	 bias	 or	 preference.86	Some	 argue	 for	 accepting	 the	

pluralism	 and	 pragmatically	 using	 whatever	 works,	 without	 acknowledging	

that	 even	 the	 assessment	 whether	 “something	 is	 working”	 implies	 purposes	

and	 values.	 Such	 prolific	 diversity	 and	 controversies	 stem	 from	 an	 intense	

interest	in	these	issues,	but	also	as	the	following	text	shows,	from	strong,	even	

ideological	positions	identifying	a	wide	range	of	possible	culprits.		

[The]	 situation	 is	 extremely	 complex;	 and	 even	 chaotic	 …	 marked	 by	
bitter	 recrimination	on	all	 sides…	 some	are	determined	 to	dismiss	 the	
Judaeo-Christian	 tradition	 as	 inimical	 to	 ecological	 awareness	 and	
scientific	versions	of	the	cosmos.	Religious	faith	is	understood	by	them	
as	necessarily	demeaning	the	natural	in	its	concern	for	an	other-worldly	
transcendence…	 Others	 reject	 science	 itself	 as	 a	 kind	 of	 learned	
stupidity	 that	 has	 lost	 itself	 in	 the	 parts	 of	 reality	 it	 explores,	 to	 the	
forgetfulness	of	the	whole...	Others	reject	technology	as	alien	artificiality	
interfering	 with	 pristine	 nature;	 while	 others	 reject	 the	 West,	 or	 the	
North,	as	 imposing	oppressive	economic	structuring	on	the	East	or	the	
South.	 Others	 single	 out	 Capitalism	 or	 industrialism	 or	 modernity,	 or	
post-modernity	 as	 the	 culprit.	 Then,	 too,	 powerful	 feminist	 voices	
among	 the	 ecologically	 minded	 proclaim	 the	 culprits	 as	 patriarchy,	
hierarchy,	 chauvinism,	 male	 domination	 in	 all	 its	 forms.	 The	 most	
disconcerting	rejection	is	that	of	humanity	itself	as	some	kind	of	selfish	
pest	 infesting	 the	 planet	 and	 perverting	 the	 happy	 ordering	 of	 the	
natural	world.87		

This	chapter	starts	by	setting	the	general	context	in	which	human	ecology	and	

sustainable	development	 can	be	understood,	 relying	mainly	on	Mary	Taylor’s	

“Overview	 of	 Environmental	 Thought”	 and	 her	 proposal	 of	 understanding	 it	

through	 three	 trajectories,88	later	 dealing	 with	 relevant	 anthropological	 and	

																																																								
85	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics,”	26	

86	Ibid,	26-27	

87	Anthony	J.	Kelly,	Expanding	Theology:	Faith	in	a	World	of	Connections.			

88	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics,”	25-28	
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epistemological	 issues,	 and	 how	 these	 concerns	 evolved	 into	 Sustainable	

Development.	

	

1.	The	main	views	of	nature													

The	keys	issues	regarding	the	environment	hinge	on	what	is	understood	

by	 nature	 and	 by	 humanity,	 and	 their	 mutual	 relation.	 We	 start	 here	 by	

identifying	 the	most	 prevalent	 views	 on	 nature.	Mary	 Taylor	 describes	 three	

views	 or	 trajectories	which	 “are	 not	 –	 or	 not	 only	 –	 theories,	 but	 encompass	

ways	of	thinking,	of	being,	of	acting,	of	living…	[not]	a	rigid	taxonomy…	[but]	as	

Wittgenstein	would	put	it,	a	family	resemblance.”89			

A	 common	 view	 is	 anthropocentrism	 or	 scientism,	 rooted	 in	

modernity’s	 instrumental	 rationalism,	which	 sees	nature	 as	matter	 subject	 to	

empirical	science,	nothing	more.90	Nature	is	arranged	in	different	ways	and	it	is	

debatable	whether	it	arrived	at	those	forms	by	the	design	of	an	intelligence	or	

creator,	 or	 by	 chance	 or	 random	 evolution.	 This	 position	 ignores	 design,	

creation,	or	any	 implication	of	a	purpose	which	would	then	 limit	what	can	be	

done	with	 it.	Being	matter,	some	of	 it	comes	to	 form	part	of	 living	units,	be	 it	

plants	 or	 animals	 which	 show	 some	 capacity	 to	 grow,	 nourish,	 protect	

themselves,	evolve	and	reproduce.	Humans	can	use	their	reason	to	understand	

nature,	use	 it	and	perfect	 it	 in	 light	of	 the	different	purposes	 they	might	have	

according	 to	 circumstances.	 No	 consideration	 is	 needed	 beyond	 the	 utility	

																																																								
89	Ibid,	9	

90	Ibid,	10,	“Too	often	this	trajectory	sinks	into	‘scientism,’	as	it	relies	upon	a	reductionist	view	of	science.”	
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which	 can	 be	 derived	 from	 it.91	In	 some	 cases	 this	 pragmatic	 view	 is	 made	

worse	 by	 a	 general	 disregard	 for	 the	 consequences	 both	 to	 current	

stakeholders,	and	to	future	generations.		

Another	 view	 is	 biocentrism	 or	 holism,	 which	 considers	 nature	 as	 a	

mysterious	reality,	full	of	beauty,	surprises	and	possibilities.	Ecological	balance	

and	harmony,	the	richness	and	variety	of	species,	 from	the	complex	dynamics	

of	 the	 DNA	 structure	 and	 subatomic	 particles	 to	 the	 dimensions	 in	 time	 and	

space	of	the	universe,	and	its	resilience,	point	to	a	reality	worthy	of	reverence	

and	 admiration.	 Some	 versions	 of	 this	 approach	 veer	 towards	more	 esoteric	

notions	such	as	Gaia,	Mother	Earth,	and	so	on.	This	mysterious	reality	claims,	if	

not	 the	 superiority	 of	 nature	 over	 the	 wanton	 depredator	 man,	 at	 least,	 an	

equivalence,	 as	 for	 example:	 human	 life	 cannot	 be	 valued	 above	 animal	 or	

vegetal	 life.	There	 is	a	connection	with	science	 in	 this	view	–	 indeed,	much	of	

the	awe	is	fed	by	what	science	allows	us	to	discover	and	contemplate.	However,	

much	of	the	narrative	is	aesthetic	and	literary	and	its	far-reaching	implications	

lack	correspondence	with	science.92	

Both	of	these	views,	scientism	and	holism,	are	included	in	the	critique	by	

which	 “ecological	 postmodernity	 violently	 rejects	 modernity–	 its	

“metanarratives,”	 its	dualisms,	 its	desire	for	certainty	rather	than	ambiguity	–	

but	some	philosophers	and	theologians	maintain	that	postmodernity,	precisely	

because	it	is	a	reaction	to	modernity,	is	not	radical	enough.”93		

																																																								
91	Ibid,	“It	reduces	considerations	of	nature	to	a	cost-benefit	analysis	of	its	worth	to	humans,	denying	its	intrinsic	
value.”	

92	Ibid,	15,	“Holism	evinces	a	longing	to	return	to	a	golden	age	of	innocence,	of	harmony	with	nature,	which	is	neither	
physically	nor	logically	possible.”	

93	Ibid,	17.	
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This	 work	 proposes	 a	 third	 view,	 a	 human	 ecology	 open	 to	

transcendence,	 which	 somewhat	 resembles	 Taylor’s	 third	 view	 in	 which	

nature	 was	 designed	 or	 created	 with	 an	 order	 oriented	 to	 a	 purpose.94		

According	to	Taylor’s	third	view,	whether	it	is	a	Judeo-Christian	god,	a	personal	

being	 with	 intelligence	 and	 purpose,	 or	 a	mysterious	 “force”	 that	 orders	 the	

universe,	 there	 is	 an	 underlying	 logic	 and	 structure	 that	makes	 sense,	which	

needs	 to	 be	 discovered	 or	 unveiled.	 That	 order	 or	 structure	 defines	 a	

relationship	 between	 humans	 and	 nature,	 as	 there	 is	 no	 reason	 to	 extricate	

humanity	from	nature.	Additionally,	human	experience	suggests	that	the	whole	

of	 reality	 is	more	 than	matter	and	biology,	much	more	 than	what	 falls	within	

the	 object	 of	 empirical	 science.	 Human	 and	 social	 sciences,	 metaphysics	 and	

theology	have	to	be	included,	encompassing	the	natural	and	the	supernatural.		

Although	 there	 are	 elements	 of	 this	 reality	 readily	 available,	 it	 is	 not	

something	 to	 be	 grasped	 and	 easily	 manipulated	 with	 certainty,	 but	 rather,	

approached	with	reverence	and	humility.		The	instrumental	reason	of	the	first	

view,	and	the	relationality	of	the	second	view	are	not	denied	but	integrated	in	a	

richer,	 broader	 approach,	 in	 which	 empirical	 science	 is	 acknowledged	 but	

complemented	with	deeper	dimensions	of	meaning,	and	relation’s	proclivity	for	

harmony	 points	 towards	 unity	 and	 communion,	 even	 with	 the	 source	 of	

creation.	 Naturally,	 in	 the	 measure	 that	 consciousness	 and	 freedom	 are	

recognized	as	part	 of	 the	human	experience,	 ethics	 and	moral	 theology	 come	

into	 play.	 In	 that	 context,	 it	 is	 understandable	 to	 consider	 human	 action	 as	

																																																								
94	Ibid,	20-22.	
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virtuous,	 even	 as	 inspired	 by	 love	 and	 the	 quest	 for	 communion	 through	

solidarity.		

The	 approach	 of	 a	 Human	 Ecology	 open	 to	 transcendence	 seeks	 to	

reconcile	 and	 harmonize	 valid	 aspects	 of	 the	 first	 two	 views,	 but	 for	 this	

purpose,	 some	 issues	have	 to	be	 clarified.	Biocentrism	and	anthropocentrism	

are	 not	 necessarily	 opposed,	 particularly	 as	 each	 encompasses	 a	 breadth	 of	

positions.95	Biocentrism	can	recognize	humans	as	part	of	the	fabric	of	life,	even	

with	 their	own	profile.	Anthropocentrism	can	view	the	harmony	of	 that	same	

fabric,	with	humans	bearing	the	tasks	of	stewardship	for	the	rest	of	nature	with	

awe	and	responsibility.	Distortions	have	to	be	identified	and	refocused.	Wanton	

exploitation	 or	 abuse,	 and	 its	 roots	 in	 instrumental	 logic	 are	 inimical	 to	 this	

harmony,	 but	 they	 are	 not	 an	 intrinsic	 feature	 of	 anthropocentrism,	 rather	 a	

distortion.	Similarly,	the	beauty	and	harmony	of	nature,	and	the	recognition	of	

its	 inherent	value,	can	be	a	guide	to	a	healthy	integration	of	human	life	 in	the	

whole.	Regarding	humanity	as	a	pest	to	be	exterminated	or	contained	is	not	a	

required	feature	of	biocentrism,	but	again,	a	distortion.		

Reconciling	 biocentrism	 and	 anthropocentrism	 presents	 opportunities	

as	 well	 as	 difficult	 challenges.	 As	 Kate	 Soper	 shows,	 even	 the	 most	 radical	

biocentrists	 remain	 committed	 to	 a	 hierarchical	 ordering	 of	 nature	 which	

values	 higher	 animals	more	 than	 lower	 ones,	 and	 describes	maltreatment	 as	

“cruel,”	carrying	 in	all	 this	a	human	based	perspective.	The	notion	of	 intrinsic	

value,	 and	 avoiding	 an	 instrumental	 approach,	 subordinating	 self-interest	 to	

the	 interests	 of	 nature,	 are	 both	 rooted	 in	 perspectives	 only	 ascribed	 to	

																																																								
95	Ibid,	36.	“Depending	on	how	the	terms	are	understood,	while	anthropocentrism	and	biocentrism	are	mutually	
exclusive,	their	concerns	are	not.”	
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humans.96	Whether	a	particular	 landscape	or	ecosystem	 is	worth	 the	effort	of	

protecting	because	of	its	“beauty”	or	“biodiversity,”	is	a	human	judgment	from	a	

human	 perspective,	 as	 is	 the	 preference	 for	 preserving	 cuddly	 puppies	 over	

cockroaches.	 The	 moral	 outrage	 displayed	 to	 protect	 animals	 or	 condemn	

carbon	 emissions	 are	 likewise	 a	 human	 expression	 which	 highlights	 the	

absurdity	of	claiming	the	moral	high	ground	in	these	issues	while	rejecting	the	

humanity	which	provides	them	the	capacity	for	moral	discernment.		

A	 romantic	 view	 of	 nature	 cannot	 obscure	 the	 fact	 that	 animals	 will	

pursue	their	own	interest	regardless	of	the	consequences	to	other	beings,	while	

humans,	 capable	 of	 the	worst	 destruction,	 remain	 the	 only	 beings	who	 seem	

able	to	reflect	on	their	actions	and	consequences	and	to	change	their	ways,	not	

only	to	avoid	doing	damage,	but	even	to	sacrifice	their	own	interest	and	pursue	

the	 good	 of	 other	 species	 and	 the	 whole	 of	 nature.	 That	 is	 why,	 humans,	

interrelating	with	 nature	 and	being	 part	 of	 the	 fabric	 of	 this	world,	 occupy	 a	

different	 category	which	 requires	 concepts	 beyond	 the	 natural	 sciences.	 The	

complex	 reality	 of	 freedom	and	moral	 choice	 exceeds	what	 empirical	 science	

and	 technology	can	process.	They	are	valuable	but	need	 to	be	 integrated	 in	a	

transdisciplinary	 approach.	 Some	 of	 the	 issues	 that	 are	 relevant	 to	 this	

integration	are	discussed	in	the	next	section.	

	

2.	Nature	and	Human	Nature	

Nature	can	be	understood	 in	at	 least	 two	different	ways	meaningful	 to	

this	 discussion:	 the	 physical	 world	 collectively,	 distinct	 from	 humans	 and	

																																																								
96	Ibid,	38.	
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human	creation;	and	the	basic	inherent	features	of	something.	There	is	nature	

as	the	physical	world,	having	its	nature	or	inherent	features,	and	humans	and	

their	creations	having	their	inherent	features,	which	cannot	be	distanced	from	

nature	as	they	share	much	of	the	same	physical	and	biological	nature.	Human	

reality	includes	other	dimensions,	such	as	psychological	life,	reason	and	spirit,	

with	philosophical,	ethical	and	theological	implications,	which	are	different	but	

not	 separated	 from	 its	 physical	 nature.	 These	 dimensions	 are	 not	 alien	 to	

reason	and	their	nature	or	inherent	features	can	be	apprehended,	reasoned	and	

related	to	the	rest	of	reality	that,	as	a	whole,	has	harmony	and	sense.		

We	know	that	nature	acts	for	an	end	not	because	it	always	succeeds	but	
because	it	sometimes	fails.	If	the	results	of	its	operations	were	identical	
in	 every	 single	 instance,	 it	 could	 be	 attributed	 to	 the	 necessity	 of	
matter…	 Likewise,	 if	 nature	 exhibited	 no	 regularity	 whatever,	 if	
anything	could	 come	about	at	 any	 time	as	 in	 fairy	 tales,	 if	 acorns	gave	
birth	to	oaks	one	day	and	to	elephants	the	next,	if	all	events	were	chance	
events	(in	which	case	we	could	not	 identify	 them	as	chance	events),	 in	
short,	 if	 there	 were	 no	 “natures”,	 the	 question	 of	 finality	 would	 not	
arise.97			

Fortin	 argues	 here	 that	 there	 is	 a	 “nature”	 in	 nature,	 a	 harmony	 and	

consistency	 which	 reveals	 an	 underlying	 order	 of	 causes	 and	 ends.	 The	

consistency	 reveals	 law	 and	 the	 harmony	 reveals	 not	 random	 disorder	 but	

purpose	 and	 ends.	Modernity’s	 approach	 to	 science	 identifies	 the	 laws	 but	 is	

blind	to	the	harmony	and	purpose.	“In	Spinoza’s	words:	‘The	term	law,	taken	in	

the	abstract,	means	that	by	which,	an	individual,	or	all	things,	or	as	many	things	

as	 belong	 to	 a	 particular	 species,	 act	 in	 one	 and	 the	 same	 fixed	 and	 definite	

manner,	 which	 manner	 depends	 either	 on	 natural	 necessity	 or	 on	 human	

decree’”98		Modernity	is	blind	to	nature’s	purpose	because	its	instrumental	logic	

																																																								
97	Ernest	L.	Fortin,	Collected	Essays,	116.	

98	Ibid,	117,	quoting	Benedict	De	Spinoza,	A	Theologico-Political	Treatise,	1883.	
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has	 its	 own	purpose	 and	 its	 very	 restrictive	method.	Now,	 science	was	made	

possible	 by	 Catholic	 thought,99	but	 modern	 science	 broke	 away	 from	 the	

Catholic	 reverence	 for	 God’s	 gift	 of	 nature	which	 implies	 a	 holistic	 view,	 and	

restricted	itself	to	the	empirical.	In	modern	science,	regretfully,		

Baconian	 mastery…	 is	 achieved	 by…	 doing	 violence	 to	 it…	 The	
Moderns…	are	the	ones	who	put	nature	on	the	rack	and	thereby	set	up	
adversarial	 relationship	between	 the	 investigator	and	 the	object	of	his	
investigation…	 Underlying	 the	 new	 outlook	 is	 the	 view	 that	 nature	 is	
inimical	or	at	least	indifferent	to	human	purposes	and	hence	something	
to	 be	 beaten	 into	 submission	 and	 forced	 to	 yield	 to	 the	 will	 of	 a	
shrewder	 opponent.	 The	 same	 negative	 attitude	 toward	 nature	 shows	
up	again,	among	other	places,	in	Hegel,	about	whom	Emile	Meyerson	has	
written:	‘his	contempt	for	nature	is	absolute.100		

Ernest	Fortin	quotes	Walker	Percy	 to	portray	 in	 “vivid	 fashion	 the	 full	

import	 of	 the	 divorce	 between	 our	 dehumanized	 natural	 science	 and	 our	

concerns	as	human	beings…	[and	relate	it	to]	the	typical	modern	scientist’s	lack	

of	self-knowledge.”101	It	is	not	surprising	that	the	same	lack	of	reverence	which	

blinds	 the	 instrumental	 logic	 of	 modernity	 to	 teleology	 in	 this	 “scientific”	

approach	 to	 nature,	 also	 blinds	 the	 instrumental	 logic	 employed	 by	 political	

liberalism	to	a	teleology	in	the	human	person	and	society.	

Instrumental	 logic	 which	 comes	 from	 the	 uncritical	 embracing	 of	

modernity	 and	 technology	 is	 the	 approach	 denounced	 by	Virgil	 Gheorghiu	 in	

																																																								
99	Ibid,	122.	“Alfred	North…	Whitehead’s	main	point	is	that	‘faith	in	the	possibility	of	science’	depended	on	the	medieval	
belief	in	the	rationality	of	God	as	well	as	in	the	orderliness	and	predictability	of	nature…	the	same	point	had	already	
been	made	by	Nietzsche	who	argued	that	science,	long	looked	upon	as	Christianity’s	mortal	enemy,	is	not	a	genuine	
alternative	to	Christianity	but	a	parasite	that	lives	off	of	it.	‘Strictly	speaking,’	he	wrote,	‘there	is	no	such	thing	as	science	
‘without	any	presuppositions’…	It	is	still	a	metaphysical	faith	that	underlies	our	faith	in	science.’”	Emphasis	in	the	
original.	

100	Ibid,	124-25.	“We	do	not	believe	that	in	the	entire	immense	Hegelian	corpus,	although	it	pretends	to	embrace	the	
whole	of	man’s	spiritual	activity,	can	be	found	one	sentence,	one	expression	testifying	that	the	spectacle	of	nature	
moved	him	or	provoked	his	admiration	in	the	slightest…		Little	wonder	that	Hegel,	a	major	contributor	to	the	
development	of	modern	aesthetics,	should	have	seen	fit	to	deny	the	imitative	character	of	art	and	proclaim	its	
independence	from	nature.	

101	Ibid,	129	
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his	novel	The	Twenty-fifth	Hour.102	Its	approach	is	pragmatic	and	cares	only	for	

what	it	considers	useful.	Even	human	beings	are	seen	as	parts	of	a	system	and	

valued	 only	 for	 their	 perceived	 usefulness	 in	 the	 system.	 Further	meaning	 is	

considered	 inexistent	 or	 irrelevant.	 If	 we	 remove	 the	 blinders	 of	 these	

perspectives	 as	 we	 approach	 nature	 and	man,	 harmony	 and	 consistency	 are	

revealed.	 We	 also	 become	 aware	 of	 realities	 that	 are	 supernatural	 and	

metaphysical	which	 cannot	 be	 directly	 perceived	 by	 our	 physical	 senses,	 but	

can	 be	 inferred	 by	 reason	 or	 perceived	 by	 intuition	 and	 other	 non-physical	

senses,	and	are	the	object	of	our	moral,	psychological,	intellectual,	and	spiritual	

lives.		

These	are	part	of	 individuals	and	their	social	 relations	and	also	have	a	

“nature,”	a	term	which	Rawls	uses	regarding	the	human	person.	As	there	is	an	

order	in	nature,	there	is	an	order	in	all	that	is	part	of	human	nature,	including	

and	 integrated	with	 the	moral	and	spiritual.	Fortin,	 referencing	 the	Physics	of	

Aristotle	 says:	 “Given	 the	 manifest	 presence	 of	 finality	 in	 some	 of	 [nature’s]	

parts	 it	 is	hard	 to	 see	why	 it	would	not	be	present	 in	other	parts	 as	well.”103	

Rawls	 also	 alludes	 to	 this	 when	 he	 affirms	 that	 “necessary	 conditions	 for	 a	

liberal	 conception	 of	 justice	…	must	 rely	 on	 the	 actual	 laws	 of	 nature”104	The	

use	of	freedom	cannot	avoid	the	moral	dimension	implied	in	the	consequences	

of	our	actions.		

An	obstacle	to	a	more	holistic	understanding	of	the	world	has	been	the	

positivist	approach	which	excluded	anything	that	was	beyond	the	empirical	or	

																																																								
102	Virgil	Gheorghiu,	The	Twenty-Fifth	Hour,	34-43.	

103	Fortin,	118	

104John	Rawls,	The	Law	of	Peoples,	12.	
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functional,	and	any	discipline	that	attempted	to	deal	with	it.	Pope	Benedict	XVI	

explains	how	this	limits	any	discussion	to	the	functional	or	pragmatical.	

The	idea	of	natural	law	is	today	viewed	as	a	specifically	Catholic	
doctrine,	not	worth	bringing	into	the	discussion	in	a	non-Catholic	
environment….	Fundamentally	it	is	because	of	the	idea	that	an	
unbridgeable	gulf	exists	between	"is"	and	"ought."	An	"ought"	can	never	
follow	from	an	"is,"	because	the	two	are	situated	on	completely	different	
planes.	The	reason	for	this	is	that	in	the	meantime,	the	positivist	
understanding	of	nature	has	come	to	be	almost	universally	accepted…	A	
positivist	conception	of	nature	as	purely	functional,	as	the	natural	
sciences	consider	it	to	be,	is	incapable	of	producing	any	bridge	to	ethics	
and	law,	but	once	again	yields	only	functional	answers.	The	same	also	
applies	to	reason,	according	to	the	positivist	understanding	that	is	
widely	held	to	be	the	only	genuinely	scientific	one.105			

There	is	a	nature,	to	both	the	natural	and	the	human	made	world,	that	has	to	be	

understood,	acknowledged,	respected	and	taken	into	account	as	we	seek	the	

common	good	and	our	common	goals	in	society,	and	in	our	world	as	a	whole.	

As	Benedict	pursues	his	argument,	it	is	interesting	to	see	that	it	is	the	ecological	

movement	that	challenges	the	positivist	approach:	

I	would	say	that	the	emergence	of	the	ecological	movement	in	German	
politics	…	was	and	continues	to	be	a	cry	for	fresh	air	…	Young	people	had	
come	to	realize	that	something	is	wrong	in	our	relationship	with	nature,	
that	matter	is	not	just	raw	material	for	us	to	shape	at	will,	but	that	the	
earth	has	a	dignity	of	its	own	and	that	we	must	follow	its	directives...	We	
must	listen	to	the	language	of	nature	and	we	must	answer	
accordingly.106		

Acknowledging	something	is	wrong	implies	it	could	be	right,	that	there	exist	

criteria	to	discern	right	from	wrong	and	a	consequent	moral	obligation	to	

pursue	what	is	right	in	a	reasonable	and	proportionate	way.	Taylor	quotes	

Holmes	Rolston	III	regarding	environmental	ethics	to	show	that	there	is	a	path	

from	“is”	to	“ought”	that	recognizes	values	in	the	environment	which	are	the	
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basis	for	an	environmental	ethics.107	In	the	harmony	and	beauty	present	in	

nature	and	in	natural	ecosystems	we	can	find	wisdom	and	value.	There	lies	the	

root	of	a	duty	to	protect	and	preserve	what	is	good.	The	natural	world	even	

allows	us	to	discern	the	nature	and	purpose	of	the	God	that	would	have	created	

them,	allowing	us	to	discern	a	natural	order	and	our	vested	duty	to	care	for	it.	

Having	bridged	the	gap	between	the	natural	world	and	the	human,	and	

between	the	empirical	and	the	ethical,	we	can	better	understand	human’s	role	

within	ecology.	

	

3.	The	place	of	the	human	person					

In	his	much-cited	essay	published	in	1967	on	the	historical	roots	of	the	

environmental	crisis,		historian	Lynn	White	jr.,	makes	the	well	known	argument	

that	Judeo-Christianity	conflicts	with	environmental	concerns,	arguing	that	the	

main	lines	of	Judeo-Christian	thinking	had	encouraged	the	abusive	exploitation	

of	nature	by	legitimising	the	superiority	of	humans	over	all	other	forms	of	life	

on	earth,	and	by	presenting	all	of	nature	as	created	for	the	use	of	humans.	He	

uses	 the	 Bible	 and	 the	 works	 of	 the	 Church	 Fathers	 to	 support	 his	 case.108	

Consistent	 partly	 with	 White’s	 premises	 –	 not	 necessarily	 his	 conclusions-	 ,	

Thomas	 Aquinas	 (Summa	 Contra	 Gentiles,	 Bk.	 3,	 Pt	 2,	 Ch	 112)	 argued	 that	

nonhuman	animals	are	“ordered	to	man's	use”.		

The	 Judeo-Christian	 tradition	 affirms	 that	 humans	 are	 created	 in	 the	

image	 and	 likeness	 of	 the	 transcendent	 supernatural	 God.	 This	 God	 who	 is	

																																																								
107	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics,”	13.	

108	Lynn	White,	“The	Historical	Roots	of	Our	Ecological	Crisis,”		1206-1207.	
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different	 from	 nature	 and	 all	 created	 beings,	 made	 humans	 themselves	

different	and	superior	 to	nature.	According	 to	White,	 this	opened	the	way	 for	

the	unrestricted	exploitation	of	nature.109	Modern	Western	science	itself,	White	

argues,	was	“cast	in	the	matrix	of	Christian	theology”110	so	that	it	inherited	the	

“orthodox	 Christian	 arrogance	 toward	 nature,”111	and	 Judeo-Christianity’s	

original	 deep-seated	drive	 to	unlimited	 exploitation	of	 nature.	His	 ideas	have	

had	a	widespread	impact,	but	“White’s	claims	about	both	Christianity	and	about	

anthropocentrism	have	been	repudiated	by	some	of	the	best	recent	ecological	

and	religious	scholarship.”112		

His	“essay	has	been	roundly	criticized	as	unsophisticated	and	naïve	on	

many	levels”	by	reducing	exploitation	to	Christianity	and	the	West,	assuming	a	

necessary	 negative	 approach	 of	 Christianity	 to	 the	 environment,	 failing	 to	

distinguish	 Catholics	 from	 Protestants,	 and	 rereading	 history	 from	 current	

ideologies.113		“[C]alling	Christians	before	the	Reformation	 ‘anthropocentric’	 is	

an	 anachronistic	 error,	 and	 their	 beliefs	 about	 the	 natural	 world	 were	 non-

exploitative.”114	The	 approach	 of	 “dominion”	 before	 the	 Reformation	was	 not	

for	exploitation	but	 responsible	stewardship	as	seen	 in	 the	 land	management	

																																																								
109	Ibid,	1203-1204,	White	does	recognize	that	“widespread	practice	of	the	Baconian	creed	that	scientific	knowledge	
means	technological	power	over	nature	can	scarcely	be	dated	before	about	1850”	which	with	the	fusion	of	science	and	
technology	in	the	middle	of	the	19th	century	he	describes	as	“our	ecological	crisis	is	the	product	of	an	emerging,	entirely	
novel,	democratic	culture.”	

110	Ibid,	1206.	

111	Ibid,	1207.	

112	Mary	Taylor,	“Environmental	Ethics,”	31.	

113	Ibid,	31-32.	
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that	pursued	survival	rather	than	amassing	wealth,	and	as	J.	Baird	Callicott	and	

Robin	Attfield	conclude,	White’s	accusations	are	generally	unfounded.115	

	 In	 sharp	 contrast	 to	 White,	 Pope	 John	 Paul	 II	 explains	 in	 his	 1987	

encyclical	Sollicitudo	Rei	Socialis	that	humans	were	given	dominion	over	other	

creatures	 and	 "nature"	 because	 they	 were	 inherently	 superior,	 made	 in	 the	

image	and	likeness	of	the	Creator.		Consequently,	humans	should	use	the	gifts	

of	God…	to	fulfill	their	unique	mission	of	self-perfection.	They	have	the	calling	

of	being	co-creators	with	God;	it	 is	their	duty	to	cultivate	and	watch	over	and	

so,	 to	 shape	 the	 world.	 This	 higher	 spiritual	 calling	 is	 the	 basis	 of	 their	

responsibility	over	nature	and	their	right	and	duty	to	its	proper	use.116		In	the	

modern	world,	this	is	expressed	in	"development"	which	the	pontiff	identifies	

as	part	of	God's	plan.	 	While	development	presents	humans	with	the	constant	

temptation	to	arrogance,	idolatry	and	infidelity	to	God's	will,	as	in	the	Tower	of	

Babel,	humans	are	meant	to	be	its	chief	protagonists.	They	are	defined	by	their	

work	which	transforms	the	natural	world.117		

	 However,	 dominion	 in	 this	 sense	 is	 not	 "anthropocentric"	 in	 the	

common	sense,	but	really	"theocentric".		John	Paul	II	writes:	

The	dominion	granted	to	man	by	the	Creator	is	not	an	absolute	power,	
nor	 can	 one	 speak	 of	 a	 freedom	 to	 "use	 and	misuse"	 or	 to	 dispose	 of	
things	as	one	pleases.		The	limitation	imposed	from	the	beginning	by	the	
Creator	 himself	 and	 expressed	 symbolically	 by	 the	 prohibition	 not	 to	
"eat	of	the	fruit	of	the	tree"	(cf.	Gen	2:16-17)	shows	clearly	enough	that,	
when	it	comes	to	the	natural	world,	we	are	subject	not	only	to	biological	
laws	but	also	to	moral	ones,	which	cannot	be	violated	with	impunity.118	
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Thus	when	humans	use	the	gifts	of	nature	to	higher	ends	they	conform	to	God's	

will	which	 is	 to	 redeem	both	 humanity	 and	 all	 creation	 in	 Christ.119	The	 idea	

that	"man"	can	"make	arbitrary	use	of	the	earth,	subjecting	it	without	restraint	

to	 his	will"	 is	 rooted	 in	 a	widespread	 "anthropological	 error."120	The	modern	

attitude	 is	 idolatrous	 because	 humans	 have	 set	 themselves	 in	 God's	 place,	

making	their	desires	absolute.	Humanity's	obligation	to	respect	nature	and	the	

natural	order	of	the	cosmos	is	rooted	in	God's	command.121			

	 Pope	 Benedict	 XVI	 also	 affirmed	 the	 importance	 of	 Sustainable	

Development	as	part	of	man’s	responsibilities.	In	his	letter	to	the	13th	Session	

of	 the	Pontifical	Academy	of	Social	Sciences	 in	2007,	he	 first	established	 that	

“man	himself	and	his	irreducible	dignity	must	be	at	the	centre	of	political	and	

social	 life.”122	He	 continued	 noting	 the	 great	 challenges	 facing	 the	 world	 in	

pursuing	justice	and	charity.		

The	 first	 among	 them	 concerns	 the	 environment	 and	 sustainable	
development.	 …	 ‘the	 destruction	 of	 the	 environment,	 its	 improper	 or	
selfish	 use,	 and	 the	 violent	 hoarding	 of	 the	 earth’s	 resources...are	 the	
consequences	 of	 an	 inhumane	 concept	 of	 development.	 Indeed,	 if	
development	 were	 limited	 to	 the	 technical-economic	 aspect,	 obscuring	
the	 moral-religious	 dimension,	 it	 would	 not	 be	 an	 integral	 human	
development,	but	a	one-sided	distortion…123	
	

This	 highlights	 the	 very	 special	 role	 of	 humans,	 employing	 both	 their	

technical	 and	 ethical	 views	 to	 development,	 while	 not	 abetting	 any	 abuse	 of	

nature.	 This	 implies	 both	 the	 care	 for	 both	 the	 natural	 and	 the	 human	 and	
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moral	dimensions:	“In	meeting	the	challenges	of	environmental	protection	and	

sustainable	 development,	we	 are	 called	 to	 promote	 and	 ‘safeguard	 the	moral	

conditions	for	an	authentic	“Human	Ecology”.”124		

	

4.	Environmental	debate	and	the	truth				

It	is	almost	too	obvious	that	to	achieve	results	in	solving	the	challenges	

mentioned,	the	decisions	have	to	be	based	in	truth.	But	what	is	truth?	Pilate’s	

famous	 dismissive	 question	 feeds	Ratzinger’s	 reflections,	which,	 in	 turn,	 help	

Simmonds	deal	with	the	truth	in	regards	to	Climate	Change,	a	key	current	issue	

in	 regards	 to	 the	 environment.125	But	 as	 the	 reality	 implied	 is	 not	 merely	

material	but	involves	human	conscience	and	choices,	Habermas	also	weighs	in	

to	connect	the	moral	and	other	human	dimensions	and	truth.126			

It	 is	 assumed	 that	 science	 will	 provide	 facts,	 and	 accordingly,	

appropriate	 action	 must	 follow.	 However,	 it	 would	 be	 misleading	 to	 assume	

that	what	science	provides	are	merely	facts	and	assume	that	content	as	truth.	

Habermas	 explains	 that	 scientism	 blurs	 the	 boundary	 between	 natural	

scientific	knowledge	and	a	naturalistic	synthetic	worldview,	devaluing	all	 that	

is	not	based	on	direct	empirical	observation,	such	as	legal,	moral,	religious,	or	

philosophical	 reasoning,	 holding	 science	 as	 the	 only	 explanation	 for	 all	

																																																								
124	Ibid.		

125	Ricardo	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	(Saarbrucken:	LAP	Lambert	Academic	Publishing,	2013),	2:	“One	
important	theme	that	underlies	the	Habermas-Ratzinger	debate	is	truth,	and	their	common	approach	to	truth	can	be	
used	to	navigate	the	controversies	and	contradictions	of	our	modern	world.”	

126	Jurgen	Habermas,	Truth	and	Justification.	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	2003).			
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reality.127	However,	as	Roger	Pielke	has	noted,	science	is	conflated	with	politics	

and	so	has	become	deeply	polarized.		

Simmonds	also	notes	that	“Hilary	Putnam	has	convincingly	shown	how	

science	 is	 infused	with	values	at	 its	 very	 foundation	and	Latour	and	Woolgar	

have	 demonstrated	 the	 constructivist	 nature	 of	 science	 knowledge	

formation.”128	After	referencing	Dewey	to	this	effect,	Putnam	states	“that	value	

judgments	 are	 essential	 to	 the	 practice	 of	 science	 itself”129;	 he	 argues	

referencing	 his	 pragmatist	 teachers	 that	 “knowledge	 of	 facts	 presupposes	

knowledge	 of	 values”130	and	 criticizes	with	 irony	 “the	whole	 dogma	 (the	 last	

dogma	of	 empiricism?)	 that	 facts	 are	 objective	 and	 values	 are	 subjective	 and	

“never	shall	the	twain	meet.””131	

Simmonds	 engages	 the	 policy	 sciences	 to	 uncover	 the	 truth	 concepts	

that	 ground	 it	 in	 American	 pragmatism.	 Transempirical	 arguments—

metaphysical,	 moral,	 religious—are	 dismissed	 and	 values	 are	 reduced	 to	 a	

desired	object	or	situation,	while	“the	goals	chosen	should	be	the	ones	that	are	

useful,	 and	 solve	 problems,	 revealing	 a	 certain	 pragmatism	 and	

instrumentality.”132	Lasswell’s	disregard	for	any	assessment	or	deeper	analysis	

of	 his	 own	value	 set	 is	 noteworthy.	He	writes,	 “My	moral	 value	 is	 that	 of	 the	

individualistic	society	in	which	I	have	been	reared,	and	to	which	I	am	loyal:	The	

																																																								
127	Jurgen	Habermas,	Between	Naturalism	and	Religion,	(Cambridge:	Polity	Press,	2008),	140.	

128	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	5-7.	

129	Hilary	Putnam,	The	Collapse	of	the	Fact	/	Value	Dichotomy	and	other	Essays,	(Cambridge	MA:	Harvard	University	
Press,	,	2002),	135.	

130	Ibid.,	145.	

131	Ibid.	

132	Ricardo	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	33-40.	
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dignity	 of	 the	 human	 personality”133	and	 “Our	 own	 values	 are	 those	 of	 the	

citizen	of	a	society	 that	aspire	 towards	 freedom,”	and	yet	he	writes	 that	he	 is	

“not	 concerned	 with	 the	 justification	 of	 democratic	 values;	 their	 derivation	

from	some	metaphysical	or	moral	base.”134		

The	 arrogance	 of	 the	 phrase	 is	 noted,	 but	 something	 similar	 will	 be	

found	in	chapter	three	in	Rawls	and	Rorty.	There	is	an	uncritical	adherence	to	

certain	 values135,	 no	 moral	 theory,	 and	 arbitrariness	 and	 ambiguity	 in	 the	

unstated	 values—individualism,	 social	 mobility,	 freedom,	 democracy,	

pragmatism	and	consensus—that	may	unconsciously	guide	policy	scientists	as	

they	negotiate	real	life	problems.	“What	becomes	apparent	is	the	utter	absence	

of	 theories	 for	 explaining	 the	 choice	 of	 values	 and	 truths	 that	 guide	 policy	

orientation…	 [absent]moral	 theory…	 it	 is	 hard	 to	 imagine	 how	 personal	 and	

transempirical	beliefs	are	prevented	from	‘contaminating’	outcomes…	[and	the	

unstated]	philosophy	that	did	adjudicate	between	moral	questions.”136		

Exploring	 Abraham	 Kaplan,	 Simmonds	 concludes	 this	 gnoseological	

relativism	hinges	on	instrumentalism,	truth	as	mere	usefulness.	Usefulness	for	

what?	“The	good	for	Kaplan	is	defined	by	experience,”	thus,	ushering	in	moral	

relativism.137	This	pragmatist	view	has	a	critical	bias,	an	anthropological	error,	

																																																								
133	In	1943,	Lasswell	clarified	for	himself	and	other	his	personal	career	objectives:	“Memorandum	1	October	1943”,	
Lasswell	Private	Papers,	Yale	University,	quoted	in	Harold	D.	Lasswell:	An	Annotated	Bibliography,	ed.	Rodney	Muth,	
Mary	Finley,	Marcia	Muth,	 (New Haven CT: New Haven Press, 1990), 17.	

134	Harold	D.	Lasswell	and	Abraham	Kaplan.	Power	and	Society,	(New	Haven,	CT:	Yale	University	Press,	1950),	xiii.	

135	It	is	even	questionable	what	is	meant	by	values	as	in	this	definition:	“A	value	is	a	desired	event	–	a	goal	event…	and	
we	speak	of	the	object	or	situation	desired	as	the	“value”.”,	ibid,	16.	

136	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	42.	

137	Ibid,	43.	
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which	 must	 be	 corrected	 for	 Human	 Ecology	 and	 for	 the	 environment.138	

Pragmatism	 repudiates	 an	 appeal	 to	 anything	 transcendent139:	 pragmatism	

sees	 itself	 “incompatible	 with	 religions	 or	 philosophies	 that	 embrace	 a	

metaphysical	 realism.”140	Thus,	 pragmatism	 does	 not	 modestly	 recognize	 a	

limited	object	and	method,	but	sees	fit	to	deny	anything	it	cannot	understand.	

The	next	chapter	will	examine	how	this	distortion,	as	the	core	of	policy	sciences,	

remains	the	unacknowledged	foundation	for	UN	policies,	including	Sustainable	

Development.		

In	 practice,	 its	 instrumentalism	 regards	 communities,	 individually	 and	

collectively,	as	laboratories	which	yield	information	on	what	actually	works	in	

their	paradigm.	In	the	case	studied	by	Simmonds,	that	of	the	Andean	village	of	

Vicos	in	Perú,	power	of	governance	was	not	assigned	democratically	but	to	self-

selecting	individuals	committed	to	human	dignity	as	understood	by	the	policy	

scientists.	The	villagers	“were	part	of	a	laboratory	experiment	in	anthropology	

and	 development,”	 the	 realization	 of	 a	 “popular	 democratic	 ethics	 that	

devolved	power	to	natives	and	along	with	it,	freedom,”	revealing	how	the	policy	

scientists’	 “distinctive	American	 values…	 are	 considered	 fundamentally	 ‘true,’	

to	 the	 point	 that	 they	 have	 no	 problem	 imposing	 them	 upon	 Peruvian	

natives.” 141 	The	 project	 was	 questionably	 loaded	 with	 “ideological	

																																																								
138	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§37,	“At	the	root	of	the	senseless	destruction	of	the	natural	environment	lies	an	
anthropological	error…	Man	thinks	that	he	can	make	arbitrary	use	of	the	earth,	subjecting	it	without	restraint	to	his	
will.”	

139	This	might	be	related	to	Laswell’s	uncritical	appraisal	of	the	atheist	Marx:	“Marx	was	a	brilliant	scholar	who	
subjected	himself	to	the	discipline	of	examining	the	physical,	biological,	and	cultural	disciplines	of	his	day.	His	
monumental	formulation	was	no	fruit	of	elementary	wish-fulfillment.”		Harold	Lasswell,	A	preview	to	the	Policy	
Sciences,	(Chicago:	American	Elsevier	Publishing,	1971),	67-68.	

140	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	45.	

141	Ibid,	48-50.	
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commitments,”	became	a	political	 football,	and	eventually	 failed.142	The	use	of	

these	 communities	 as	 laboratories	 and	 the	 imposition	 of	 American	 values,	

among	 other	 aspects,	 contradicts	 the	 stated	 valuing	 of	 the	 human	 dignity	 of	

these	villagers.	

The	problem	is	not	so	much	bias,	but	the	concealment	or	denial	of	bias.	

Policy	 science,	 as	 a	 tool,	 can	 be	 useful	 as	 long	 as	 it	 is	 “decoupled	 from	

pragmatism	 as	 a	 philosophy…	 to	 rid	 the	 policy	 science	 from	 the	 pragmatist	

ideological	baggage.”143	If	pragmatism	is	inherent	to	policy	sciences,	we	have	to	

get	 rid	 of	 them	 as	well,	 since	 the	 anthropological	 flaws	 of	 pragmatism—as	 it	

denies	anything	 transcendent	or	spiritual—make	 it	 inimical	 to	human	dignity	

and	to	any	healthy	Human	Ecology.	If	the	moral	and	spiritual	dimension	is	the	

core	of	human	dignity,	ignoring	or	denying	it	will	have	disastrous	consequences,	

as	Simmonds	further	explains:	

A	philosophy	that	tacitly	denies	the	existence	and	knowledge	of	God	and	
the	value	of	religion	does	so	at	the	expense	of	reason’s	own	limitations,	
and	 furthermore	 promotes	 a	 vision	 of	 reality	 that	 could	 be	 deeply	
warped.	 If	 Ratzinger	 is	 right,	 “Godless”	 ideas	 and	 actions	 cause	 great	
harm	 to	 the	 world.	 To	 the	 extent	 that	 pragmatism	 proposes	 an	
interpretation	 of	 reality	 devoid	 of	 God,	 even	 if	 under	 the	 guise	 of	 a	
“reasonable	 agnosticism,”	 those	 who	 embrace	 this	 position	 should	 be	
willing	 to	 accept	 the	 responsibility	 for	 the	 negative	 consequences	 of	
their	views	and	actions.144		

This	problem	is	also	recognized	in	Ratzinger	and	Habermas’s	joint	work,	

as	follows.	As	reason	“discovers	that	it	owes	its	origin	to	something	else…[and]	

becomes	aware	of	its	limitations”145	in	realms	of	morals,	and	even	religious	or	

suffering	experience,	“philosophy	has	good	reasons	to	be	willing	to	learn	from	
																																																								
142	Ibid.	

143	Ibid,	p.	55.	

144	Ibid,	p.	68.	

145	Jurgen	Habermas	and	Joseph	Ratzinger,	The	Dialectics	of	Secularization,	(San	Francisco:	Ignatius	Press,	2006),	40.	
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religious	 traditions.” 146 	Even	 more	 “the	 expectation	 that	 there	 will	 be	

continuing	 disagreement	 between	 faith	 and	 knowledge	 deserves	 to	 be	 called	

“rational”	only	when	secular	knowledge	grants	that	religious	convictions	have	

an	 epistemological	 status	 that	 is	 not	 purely	 and	 simply	 irrational.”147	True	

neutrality	 of	 the	 state	 must	 guarantee	 “the	 same	 ethical	 freedom	 to	 every	

citizen.	 This	 is	 incompatible	with	 the	 political	 universalization	 of	 a	 secularist	

world	 view.”148	It	 is	 also	 incompatible	 for	 the	 state	 or	 secularized	 citizens	 to	

refuse	“believing	 fellow	citizens	 the	right	 to	make	contributions	 in	a	religious	

language	 to	 public	 debates.”149	A	 “philosophical	 system	 that	 rejects	 religious	

insight	 and	 contradicts	 the	 dictates	 of	 reason	 runs	 the	 risk	 of	 being	

pathological.”150	Pragmatism	certainly	qualifies	as	such,	which	taints	the	policy	

sciences	 based	 on	 it,	 and	 the	 government	 bodies,	 such	 as	 the	United	Nations	

system,	to	the	degree	that	they	employ	them.		

The	alternative	Simmonds	proposes	 is	 the	basis	of	philosophical	 realism,	

as	the	conforming	of	the	intellect	with	reality,	which	presupposes	the	objective	

existence	of	 a	world	 independent	of	 ourselves	 and	 the	 capacity	 to	know	 it	 in	

some	 degree.	 More	 complex	 realities,	 such	 as	 social,	 moral	 or	 interpersonal,	

must	be	engaged	from	our	own	landscape	of	meaning,	bringing	ourselves	into	

the	process.	Here	friendship,	and	the	reverence	and	openness	that	come	with	it,	

establish	the	hermeneutics	of	encounter,151	where	all	involved	“must	be	willing	
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147	Ibid.,	50-51.	

148	Ibid.,	51.	

149	Ibid.,	51.	

150	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	68.	

151		Pope	John	Paul	II.	Fides	et	Ratio,	§33,	“the	teaching	of	the	ancient	philosophers	who	proposed	friendship	as	one	of	
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to	 confront	 not	 only	 their	 minimal	 interpretations	 but	 their	 ideological	

commitments	at	large	in	a	spirit	of	friendship.152		

Chapter	five	will	show	this	space	of	dialogue	in	goodwill	as	key	to	building	

a	Human	Ecology.	“Paraphrasing	Thomas	Merton…	The	way	one	lives	one’s	life	

has	 a	 profound	 effect	 on	 one’s	 own	 landscape	 and	 how	one	 reads	 reality.”153	

This	 is	particularly	 true	of	 the	effort	and	sincerity	we	put	 into	our	 search	 for	

truth	 about	ourselves,	 others,	 the	world,	 and	God	or	 the	ultimate	meaning	of	

life.	 Our	 future	 “hinges	 on	 conscience	 because	 it	 is	 the	 place	 where	 human	

beings	appropriate	the	truth	and	use	it	in	judgment.	It	is	the	inner	sanctum	of	

mankind	where	we	encounter	 the	 truth…	 [which	has]	an	 innate	openness	 for	

the	 truth	 and	 seeks	 assistance	 from	 the	 outside:	 from	 others,	 from	 authority	

and	 from	God,”154	not	 subordinate	 to	 political	 or	 selfish	 interests,	 but	 formed	

and	habituated	to	seeking	truth	for	itself.				

Distortions	in	the	quest	for	truth	in	the	issues	of	climate	change	

Problems	raised	in	the	previous	section	are	manifest	in	the	climate	change	

debate:	 the	pragmatism	of	seeking	merely	effective	solutions,	allowing	ethical	

shortcuts	in	order	to	achieve	results,	even	using	science	to	push	agendas,	and	

relegating	its	role	to	that	of	providing	allegedly	unbiased	facts	to	support	those	

agendas.	 The	 lack	 of	 a	 robust	 metaphysics	 and	 epistemology	 also	 yields	

confusing	results.	Part	of	this	was	evident	in	“the	complete	meltdown	of	global	
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	 59	

climate	policy	at	Copenhagen	and	the	disarray	that	followed”	which	“completed	

the	sense	of	utter	failure	that	was	Copenhagen.”155	More	issues	appeared	as	

in	November	2009	someone	stole	or	released	more	than	a	thousand	e-
mails	 from	 a	 server	 at	 the	 University	 of	 East	 Anglia	 in	 the	 United	
Kingdom	 that	 showed	 private	 discussions	 among	 climate	 scientists	
going	 back	 more	 than	 a	 decade.	 Some	 of	 these	 discussions	 showed	
scientists	in	a	rather	poor	light.	Soon	thereafter,	the	Intergovernmental	
Panel	 on	 Climate	 Change	 (IPCC)	 faced	 criticism	 after	 an	 obvious	 error	
was	identified	in	its	2007	report…	further	revelations	showed	a	series	of	
errors	in	the	report	and	breakdowns	in	its	review	process.	Its	chairman	
was	accused	of	having	conflicts	of	interest.156	

All	of	which	shows	that	neither	scientists	nor	scientific	organizations	are	 free	

from	 errors,	 biases	 or	 corruption,	 due	 to	 human	 fallibility,	 sometimes	

influenced	 by	 faulty	 epistemologies,	 ideologies,	 lack	 of	 character,	 or	 even	

personal	 and	political	 interests.	As	Pielke	observes,	 “science	 can	 alert	 us	 to	 a	

potential	 problem	 and	 provide	 some	 insight	 about	 the	 consequences	 of	

different	policy	choices,	but	science	cannot	decide	what	choices	we	ultimately	

make.”157	But	politicians	and	scientists,	being	human,	go	off-script	and	“political	

battles	have	been	fought	through	science	since	1988.”158	In	the	climate	change	

debate	 in	 the	 1990s	 “[p]oliticians	 sought	 to	 stage-manage	 the	 scientific	

community	 to	 support	 their	 political	 ambitions.	 Leading	 scientists	 willingly	

played	 along,	 enthusiastically	 lending	 the	 authority	 of	 science	 to	 the	 political	

campaign.”159		

Part	of	the	issue	is	the	very	complex	nature	of	climate	change,	the	many	

perspectives	and	the	uncertainties	that	ensue;	“	a	situation	that	science	policy	
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expert	 Dan	 Sarewitz	 has	 characterized	 as	 an	 ‘excess	 of	 objectivity’	 in	 which	

there	 is	 a	 sufficient	 distribution	 of	 scientific	 perspectives	 to	 allow	 political	

advocates	to	pick	and	choose	based	on	political	or	ideological	convenience.”160	

It	 is	 not	 uncommon	 that	 “two	 different	 research	 teams	 using	 very	 similar	

methods	and	just	by	varying	assumptions	about	‘deep	uncertainties’	arrived	at	

results	 that	 are	 completely	 at	 odds	with	 each	 other.”161	The	 pragmatism	 that	

seeks	political	expediency	often	overlooks	real	contingencies:	“Policy	making	is	

replete	with	 lessons	of	unintended	consequences	resulting	 from	the	 failure	to	

appreciate	 the	 complexity	 of	 complex,	 open	 systems	 in	 favor	 of	 simple	 but	

potentially	misleading	simplifications.”162	Thus,	some	politicians,	and	scientists	

invest	 huge	 political	 capital	 in	 policies	 to	 confront	 problems	 seen	 as	 urgent,	

employing	 any	 means	 to	 achieve	 the	 results	 they	 regard	 as	 necessary,	 and	

seeing	as	enemies	all	who	do	not	fully	agree.	

This	 does	 not	 help	 reasoned	 assessment	 since	 “much	 of	 the	 public	

discussion	takes	place	as	a	Manichaean	debate	of	skeptics	and	deniers	versus	

consensus	defenders	and	alarmists	(with	the	choice	of	group	labels	a	function	

of	 where	 you	 stand	 on	 the	 issue)…	 difficult	 territory	 to	 navigate	 for	 those	

espousing	a	more	nuanced	perspective.”163	Valuable	voices	are	alienated	since	

those	labeled	as	deniers	can	include	those	“analysts	convinced	of	the	urgency	of	

the	problem	while	remaining	profoundly	skeptical	of	the	proposed	solution.”164	

This	skews	the	role	in	which	scientists	should	contribute.		
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“[James]	Hansen	went	so	far	as	to	allege	that	scientists	at	the	IPCC	and	

the	 prestigious	 journal	Nature	made	 decisions	 about	what	 climate	 science	 to	

highlight	based	on	their	political	preferences…	[ignoring	or	criticizing	his	paper	

that	criticized	the	Kyoto	Protocol,	as	they]	saw	our	paper	as	potentially	harmful	

to	 the	 Kyoto	 discussions…	 [with	 backing	 of	 organizations	 and	 publications]	

who	had	previous	editorial	positions	favoring	the	Kyoto	Protocol.”165	According	

to	Pielke:	

in	early	2010	when	it	was	widely	recognized	that	the	IPCC	had	made	a	
series	 of	 egregious	 errors	 in	 its	 2007	 report	 on	 the	 melting	 of	 the	
Himalayan	 glaciers…	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 claim	was	 an	 offhand	 comment	
made	by	an	Indian	scientist	 to	a	reporter	 in	1999	with	no	basis	on	the	
peer-reviewed	 literature…	 [with	 critical	 reports	 being]	 harshly	
dismissed	by	the	chair	of	 the	IPCC	as	“voodoo	science”	and	the	stuff	of	
“climate	 change	 deniers	 and	 school	 boy	 science.”	 The	 mistake	 also	
revealed…	 that	 the	 IPCC	 failed	 to	 live	 up	 to	 its	 own	 standards	 and	 its	
chairman	 loudly	 derided	 those	 complaining	 about	 the	 error…	 the	
mistake	may	 not	 have	 been	 an	 innocent	 one…	 [but]	 resulted	 from	 an	
effort	to	influence	political	outcomes	on	climate	change.166			
The	effort	 to	 influence	policy	seems	a	common	pattern.	“Richard	Tol,	a	

Dutch	 economist…	 suggests	 that	 the	 450	 ppm	 target	 may	 be	 simply	 a	

negotiating	 position	 in	 the	 international	 climate	 policy	 process…	McKibben…	

explains	that	a	350	ppm	target	offers	greater	political	traction	in	the	debate.”167	

Similarly,	in	a	comment	“that	reflects	the	all	too	common	practice	of	scientists’	

seeking	 to	 influence	 political	 outcomes	 through	 their	 science—Crutzen	

explained…	 his	 paper	 was	 in	 fact	 designed	 to	 motivate	 efforts	 to	 reduce	

emissions.”	168The	 leak	 of	 infamous	 emails	 from	 the	University	 of	 East	Anglia	
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showed	compromised	“standards	of	intellectual	openness	and	honesty”	as	they	

tried	“to	game	the	system	of	peer-review	in	scientific	publishing	such	that	their	

opponents	 were	 denied	 a	 chance	 to	 publish	 their	 work	 in	 scientific	 journals	

or…	 cited	 in	 the	 reports	 of	 the	 IPCC,	 while	 the	 scientist’s	 allies	 had	 a	 much	

easier	time”	advancing	“their	own	views	of	climate	science”	and	defeating	the	

skeptics	by	not	allowing	the	views	they	did	not	agree	with,	to	be	published	and	

used	 by	 political	 opponents.169	“The	 stabilization	 wedges	 and	 the	 IPCC	 have	

shaped	 the	 policy	 debate	 on	 decarbonization	 away	 from	 technological	

innovation,	under	an	assumption	that	we	have	all	the	technologies	we	need.”170	

Stephen	Pacala,	said	in	a	2008	interview	that	the	“purpose	of	the	stabilization-

wedge	 paper…	was	 in	 fact	 entirely	 political…	 [it]	was	written	 to	 counter	 the	

influence	in	the	policy	debate	of	the	work	of	Marty	Hoffert	and	his	colleagues,	

who…	 argued	 persuasively	 that	 we	 currently	 do	 not	 have	 the	 technologies…	

The	problem,	Pacala	said,	was	not	that	Hoffert’s	work	was	necessarily	wrong…	

[but	that	it]	was	being	taken	seriously	in	the	political	process	by	opponents	to	

action.”171	Pacala	 basically	 aimed	 to	 produce	 a	 short	 term	 political	 outcome	

which	 he	 effectively	 did,	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 the	 long	 term	damage	 of	 drawing	

attention	away	from	developing	the	technologies	needed.	

There	 is	 also	 “a	 pattern	 of	 unsupportable	 and	 just	 plain	 incorrect	

representations	 of	 the	 science	 of	 disasters	 and	 climate	 change	 in	 the	 Stern	

Review	Report,	the	reports	of	the	IPCC,	and	the	U.S.	government	climate	science	
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reports.”172	This	 inaccurate	 portrayal	 of	 disasters	 has	 contributed	 to	 fear	 and	

the	use	of	fear	is	“[o]ne	of	the	most	common	tactics	used	in	the	climate	debate	

in	an	effort	to	motivate	action,”	such	that	“fear	and	alarm	have	been	central	to	

advocacy	for	action	in	climate	change…	with	ever-more	alarming	warnings	put	

forward	in	an	effort	to	get	the	desired	response	from	the	public.”173	However,	

“this	 scary	 scenario	 is	 not	 actually	 corroborated	 	 by	 existing	 scientific	

studies”174	and	 “data	 suggest	 that	 invoking	 fear	 and	 alarm	 serves	 most	 to	

undermine	 perceptions	 of	 science	 and	 offers	 precious	 little	 benefit	 to	

motivating	action.”175		

In	 the	 particular	 aspect	 of	 decarbonizing	 the	 global	 economy,	 Pielke	

seeks	to	disprove	three	important	assumptions:	a)	that	climate	policies	fail	for	

lack	of	political	will,	b)	that	economic	growth	and	action	on	climate	change	are	

incompatible,	and	c)	that	we	have	all	the	needed	technology.176	He	argues	that	

insisting	on	these	arguments	would	lead	to	force	through	the	political	process	

the	 acceptance	 of	 significant	 trade-offs,	 such	 as	 reducing	 the	 economy	 and	

subsidizing	 any	 technology	 available.	 This	 seems	 more	 ideological	 than	

scientific,	 which	 might	 be	 explained	 in	 that	 some	 technical	 solutions	 are	

“undesirable	because	it	is	in	fact	societal	change	that	they	seek	to	motivate	via	
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	 64	

the	 issue	 of	 climate	 change…	 social	 change	 is	 a	 desired	 end	 in	 addition	 to	

addressing	accumulating	carbon	dioxide”177	Why	let	a	good	crisis	go	to	waste?		

Pielke	 suggests	 why	 researchers	 risk	 effective	 results	 by	 pursuing	

controversial	 societal	 change.	 “A	 2009	 poll	 found	 that	 only	 4	 percent	 of	

researchers	in	the	geoscience	(a	category	that	includes	most	climate	scientists)	

self-identified	 themselves	 as	 Republicans	 and	 62	 percent	 as	 Democrats.”178	A	

prominent	 liberal	 commentator	 voiced	 a	 strategy	 to	 delegitimize	 alternative	

opinions.	This	might	explain	why	many	activist	bloggers	and	scientists	“seek	to	

close	 down	 any	 semblance	 of	 debate	 on	 issues	 of	 climate	 change”179	

threatening	 “dissenters”	 with	 ostracism.180	It	 is	 true	 that	 problems	 can	 be	

approached	 either	 through	 social	 engineering,	 asking	 people	 to	 behave	more	

‘reasonably’,	or	through	technological	fixes	that	avoid	changing	people’s	habits	

or	 motivation. 181 	Here	 it	 might	 seem	 that	 many	 have	 additional	

unacknowledged	 ideological	 baggage	 that	 has	 found	 its	 way	 into	 the	 debate.	

Mike	 Hulme	 says	 climate	 change	 is	 a	 magnifying	 glass	 which	 “enables	 us	 to	

examine	the	consequences	of	our	short-term	decisions	for	how	we	wish	to	live.	

As	 a	 mirror	 it	 forces	 the	 values	 that	 we	 share	 and	 do	 not	 share	 into	 the	

open.”182		

Some	of	those	values	forced	in	the	open	are	not	pretty.	Beyond	the	need	

to	 confront	 human	 forcings	 on	 the	 environment,	 some	 unfair	 policies	 are	
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pushed	due	to	greed	and	self-serving	politics.	As	an	example,	the	cap-and	trade	

programs:	

Even	 with	 the	 many	 failures,	 inefficiencies,	 and	 outright	 corruption	
demonstrated	to	result	from	cap-and-trade	programs,	they	are	unlikely	
to	disappear	anytime	soon…	[its]	advocates	have	invested	an	enormous	
amount	of	social	and	political	capital	into	carbon	trading…	[also]	there	is	
an	 enormous	 amount	 of	 money	 involved,	 with	 an	 almost	 unlimited	
potential	 for	 carbon	 traders	 to	 make	 huge	 profits	 whether	 emissions	
actually	 go	 up	 or	 down…	 [and]	 some	 involved	 in	 the	 international	
process	care	more	about	promises	than	actual	performance…183		

Or	the	interests	of	more	powerful	nations	as	 in	2009,	reflecting	the	agenda	of	

developed	countries,	the	International	Energy	Agency	(IEA)		

published	 an	 aggressive	 emissions	 reduction	 scenario…	 [which]	
incredibly…	reduced	the	number	of	people	worldwide	without	access	to	
electricity	by	 less	 than	14	percent	 from	2008	 levels,	 leaving	1.3	billion	
people	in	the	dark…	[indicating]	of	developed	nations…	a	total	refusal…	
to	 countenance	 the	 circumstances	 facing	 developing	 ones.	 Connie	
Hedegaard,	Denmark’s	energy	and	climate	minister	and	host	of	the	2009	
Copenhagen	 climate	 meeting,	 expressed	 [regarding]	 the	 need	 for	
developing	 countries	 to	 reduce	 their	 emissions	 that	 “China	 and	 other	
emerging	nations	must	accept	it	even	if	it	isn’t	fair.”184	
However,	there	also	appears	to	have	been	dubious	activity	among	those	

more	skeptical	of	climate	change.	Recent	evidence	shows	 that	 “the	petroleum	

industry	was	conducting	climate	research	as	early	as	1957	and	knew	about	the	

potential	 for	catastrophic	climate	risks”	as	a	1968	Stanford	Institute	Research	

Report	forecasted	a	level	of	400	ppm	Carbon	Dioxide	by	the	year	2000.185	The	

report	 also	 indicated	 that	 damage	 to	 the	 environment	 could	 be	 severe	 and	

advised	 that	 CO2	 emissions	 be	 brought	 under	 control.186	There	 seems	 to	 be	

growing	evidence	which		
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demonstrates	 that	 Exxon	 and	 other	 oil	 companies	 understood	 climate	
risks	 by	 the	 1980s,	 yet	 spent	 millions	 to	 sow	 uncertainty	 and	
misinformation	about	climate	science….	evidence	uncovered	 in	 the	 last	
year	 has	 revealed	 that,	 even	 as	 they	 funded	 climate	 denial	 campaigns,	
Exxon	and	other	oil	companies	had	a	sophisticated	command	of	climate	
science	by	 the	1980s…	used	 climate	 science	 to	 inform	and	 shape	 their	
own	 business	 decisions	 even	 as	 they	 promoted	 scientific	 uncertainty	
and	climate	skepticism…187		

	all	of	this	might	imply	that	in	“the	U.S.,	a	long-term	campaign	of	disinformation	

funded	by	the	fossil	fuel	sector	has	given	rise	to	a	large	group	of	climate-change	

naysayers,	although	their	numbers	may	be	shrinking.”188			

Which	goes	to	show	that	both	sides	of	the	debate	are	not	being	helpful	to	

arrive	 at	 an	 objective	 view	 of	 the	 issues.	 In	 summary,	 as	 Pielke	 observes:	

“[c]limate	science	is	today	a	fully	politicized	enterprise,	desperately	in	need	of	

reform	if	integrity	is	to	be	restored	and	sustained.”189		

	

5.	Key	issues	and	challenges	in	Sustainable	Development	-	SD	

The	1950s	and	1960s	witnessed	an	awareness	of	chemical	pollution,	the	

depletion	 of	 natural	 resources,	 loss	 of	 plant	 and	 animal	 biodiversity,	 the	

degradation	 of	 ecosystems,	 and	 climate	 change.	 Environmental	 ethics	

responded	 to	 this	 challenge,	 by	 creating	 awareness	 about	 new	 moral	

obligations	 in	 public	 consciousness,	 an	 awareness	 which	 was	 later	

incorporated	 into	 public	 policy	 and	 law.	 In	 1956,	 serious	 contamination	was	

detected	 in	 marine	 species	 and	 fishermen	 in	 Minamata	 Bay,	 Japan.	

Methylmercury	 was	 thrown	 into	 the	 drain	 of	 the	 Chisso	 chemical	 plant.190	
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Nevertheless,	the	government	did	not	stop	the	pollution	until	1968.	Even	today,	

informal	mining	 dumps	 huge	 amounts	 of	mercury	 into	 our	waters	 and	 soils.	

Governments	have	yet	to	act	more	urgently	and	decisively.	

July	 1962	 marked	 a	 milestone	 in	 humanity’s	 awakening	 to	 the	

realization	 that	 we	were	 poisoning	 and	 therefore	 destroying	 our	 own	 home.	

Rachel	 Carson	 published	 Silent	Spring,	 first	 as	 a	 series	 of	 articles	 in	The	New	

Yorker,	and	then	as	a	book.	"Intoxicated	with	a	sense	of	their	own	power,"	she	

writes,	 "[Mankind]	 seems	 to	be	moving	 further	and	 further	with	experiments	

for	 the	 destruction	 of	 themselves	 and	 their	 world."191	She	 denounces	 the	

irresponsibility	of	 the	chemical	 industry	which	under	 the	aura	of	 science	and	

technology	and	driven	by	the	desire	for	profit,	spread	chemical	pesticides	in	the	

fields	without	considering	the	consequences	and	long-term	accumulation	in	the	

soil,	 crops,	 livestock	 and	water	 sources.	 She	 also	 questions	 the	 government’s	

moral	 right	 to	 approve	 the	 use	 of	 these	 products	 without	 any	 control	

mechanism,	 leaving	 people	 vulnerable	 to	 substances	 which	 they	 could	 not	

physically	avoid	nor	publicly	denounce.192		

Her	passionate	writing	caused	a	rude	awakening.	The	chemical	industry	

invested	 a	 quarter	 of	 a	 million	 dollars	 of	 the	 time	 to	 discredit	 her,	 but	 the	

warning	 was	 given.	 The	 notion	 that	 not	 only	 the	 earth	 was	 damaged,	 and	

moreover,	 that	 these	 poisons	 returned	 to	 us	 in	 our	 food,	 air	 and	 water,	

undermined	 the	 idea	 that	 scientific	 progress	 could	 be	 only	 beneficial.	 It	 also	

dissolved	the	border	between	man	and	nature,	bringing	awareness	that	we	are	

part	 of	 the	 same	 ecosystem,	 permeable	 to	 whatever	 good	 or	 bad	 it	 may	
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contain.193	There	 are	 also	 strong	 dissenters	 to	 Carson’s	 assertions194	which	

might	reflect	the	distortion	of	activist	scientists	we’ve	noted	before.195	

In	the	late	1960's,	industrial	emissions	of	sulphur	dioxide	in	the	United	

Kingdom,	were	carried	by	winds	and	generated	acid	rain	which	precipitated	in	

large	quantities	in	Sweden,	damaging	forests	and	lakes.	In	1972,	Sweden	hosted	

in	 Stockholm	 the	 first	 UN	 conference	 on	 the	 environment.	 Since	 then	

conferences	 have	 been	 conducted	 every	 ten	 years.	 Awareness	 of	 being	

stewards	 of	 the	 environment	 globally	 has	 joined	 the	 concern	 for	 the	

development	 of	 peoples	 producing	 the	 fragile	 consensus	 called	 Sustainable	

Development.196		

Contamination	 is	 commonly	 understood	 as	 chemical	 or	 organic	

emissions	 or	 residues	 that	 harm	 other	 life	 forms	 or	 unbalance	 ecosystems.	

Contamination	 can	 come	 from	 human	 or	 natural	 sources.	 The	 use	 has	 been	

extended	by	analogy	to	other	sources	of	harm	on	the	surrounding	environment,	

such	 as	 in	 visual	 pollution,	 noise,	 or	 even	 the	 impact	 of	 sensationalistic	

journalism	or	crass	reality	shows	in	culture.	The	visual	pollution	of	advertising	

in	 urban	 areas	 and	 roads	 not	 only	 detracts	 from	 the	 landscape	 but	 also	

distracts,	 impairs	 concentration	 and	 raises	 stress	 levels.	 Excessive	 lighting	

prevents	 stargazing;	 when	 it	 includes	 rapid	 changes	 in	 intensity	 and	 color	

designed	to	attract	attention,	it	can	result	in	numb	reflexes,	disorientation	and	
																																																								
193	Ambrozic,	“La	Humanidad	despierta	a	la	Ecología”	

194	Maureen	Mullarkey,	“The	Toxic	Legacy	of	Rachel	Carson,”	Citing	a	number	of	sources,	says:	“Rachel	Carson	did	
untold	damage	to	millions	of	the	world’s	poor…	[in]	Carson’s	claims	to	the	original	studies	she	cites	as	sources…	[has	
been]	found	a	pattern	of	misrepresented	studies	or	claims	taken	out	of	context	in	order	to	exaggerate	the	dangers	of	
pesticides…	sacrificing	disciplined	scientific	methodology	to	advocacy.”		

195	Robert	Zubrin,	“The	Truth	About	DDT	and	Silent	Spring,”	“Silent	Spring	was	very	poor	science	…	Carson	abused,	
twisted,	and	distorted	many	of	the	studies	that	she	cited,	in	a	brazen	act	of	scientific	dishonesty…	anti-DDT	claims	made	
by	Carson	and	other	activists	are	all	false.”	

196	Ambrozic,	“Hombre	y	Contaminación”		



	 69	

stress.	Noise	also	causes	stress	and	often	damages	hearing.	The	aggressiveness	

of	 auditory	 and	 visual	media,	 can	 stun,	 stress	 and	 offends	 the	 sensibilities	 of	

people,	 whether	 the	 content	 is	 political,	 shocking	 news,	 or	 in	 conflict	 with	

morality.	 We	 can	 understand	 that	 part	 of	 the	 Human	 Ecology	 would	 be	 a	

healthy	cultural	environment.	

	

Table	1	-	Chronology	of	International	events		

							Environmental	Concerns	and	SD	

1972	 Club	of	Rome	publishes	Limits	to	Growth	

Stockholm	UN	Conference	on	the	Environment	

1982	 UN	Convention	on	the	Law	of	the	Seas		(UNCLOS)	

1987	 Brundtland	Commission	publishes	Our	Common	Future	

Montreal	Protocol	on	Chlorofluorocarbons	-	CFCs	

1988	 Creation	of	Intergovernmental	Panel	on	Climate	Change	

1992	 Rio	UN	Conference	on	Environment	and	Development	(Earth	Summit)	

	 Creation	of	UN	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	Change	(UNFCCC)	

1995	 Copenhagen	World	Summit	for	Social	Development	

1997	 Kyoto	Protocol	

2000	 UN	Millennium	Declaration	

2002	 Johannesburg	World	Summit	on	Sustainable	Development	(WSSD)	

2012	 Rio	UN	Conference	on	Sustainable	Development	

2015	 Sustainable	Development	Goals	
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	a)	The	winding	road	to	SD	

Responding	 to	 increased	 concerns	 regarding	 the	 environment,	 the	 UN	

organized	the	1972	Stockholm	Conference	on	the	Human	Environment.	“While	

concern	about	the	environment	motivated	many	rich,	industrialized	countries…	

[f]or	 developing	 countries,	 poverty	 and	 the	 alleviation	 of	misery	 remained	 a	

more	 poignant	 and	 real	 problem…	 [arguing]	 that	 the	 worst	 pollution	 was	

caused	 by	 poverty.”197	Developing	 countries	 felt	 that	 their	 circumstances	 and	

needs,	 including	 the	 need	 for	 development,	 were	 not	 given	 serious	

consideration,	and	Guruswamy	gives	a	clear	account	of	how	the	arguments	and	

emotions	involved	led	to	the	result:	

They	 were	 particularly	 scornful	 of	 the	 claim	 that	 industrialized	
countries	were	 genuinely	 trying	 to	 steer	 them	 away	 from	 pitfalls	 into	
which	 the	 industrialized	 countries	 had	 already	 fallen.	 Developing	
countries	 also	 expressed	 resentment	 over	 the	 fact	 that	 industrialized	
countries—whose	 drive	 toward	wealth	 had	 already	 consumed	 a	 great	
part	 of	 the	 earth’s	 resources	 and	 led	 to	 devastating	 pollution—were	
now	 asking	 the	 developing	 countries	 to	 remain	 poor,	 and,	 more	
gallingly,	 to	 pay	 for	 the	 clean-up,	 restoration	 and	 conservation	 of	 the	
earth.	 Moreover,	 many	 developing	 countries	 feared	 that	 new	
environmental	 standards	 adopted	 by	 industrialized	 countries	 would	
effectively	bar	the	entry	of	their	goods	into	industrial	markets.198	
A	 compromise	 was	 needed,	 given	 that	 the	 two	 goals	 were	 not	

necessarily	 incompatible,	 so	 the	 Stockholm	 declaration	 stated	 “that	

development	 could	 proceed	 provided	 it	 avoided	 damaging	 the	 environment”	

and	even	exhorted	 industrialized	countries	 “to	 reduce	 the	developmental	gap	

between	 themselves	 and	 the	 developing	 countries.”199	The	 harmonizing	 of	

these	goals	was	an	important	result	of	Stockholm,	and	a	1980	document	is	cited	
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by	Jeffrey	Sachs	as	the	first	one	to	use	the	term	Sustainable	Development.200	In	

1983	the	UN	created	the	World	Commission	on	Environment	and	Development	

(Brundtland	 Commission)	 and	 entrusted	 it	 “with	 proposing	 long-term	

strategies	 for	 sustainable	 development	 (SD)…	 [which]was	 not	 defined	 by	 the	

UN	and,	despite	 the	efforts	of	 the	Bruntland	Commission	and	 the	1992	Earth	

Summit,	still	eludes	satisfactory	definition.”201		

According	 to	 Guruswamy,	 the	 Brundtland	 Report,	 Our	 Common	

Future,202	saw	that	“economic	growth	was	both	desirable	and	possible	within	a	

context	 of	 SD.”203	Our	 Common	 Future	 set	 the	 criteria	 for	 both	 intra	 and	

intergenerational	solidarity:	

SD	 calls	 for	 developmental	 policies	 and	 for	 economic	 growth	 that	 can	
relieve	 the	 great	 poverty	 of	 the	 developing	 countries,	 while	
simultaneously	protecting	 the	environment	 from	 further	damage.	Such	
development	 and	growth	 should	be	based	on	policies	 that	 sustain	 and	
expand	 the	 environmental	 resource	 base	 in	 a	 manner	 that	 meets	 the	
needs	 of	 the	 present	 generation	 without	 compromising	 the	 ability	 of	
future	generations	to	meet	their	own	needs.204		

The	same	report	“called	for	an	international	conference	to	act	as	a	successor	to	

the	Stockholm	Conference	and	carry	forth	its	legacy”	drawing	up	a	global	plan	

for	 SD.205	The	 1992	 Rio	 Conference	 continued	 the	 effort,	 but	 apart	 from	 the	

creation	 of	 the	 United	 Nations	 Framework	 Convention	 for	 Climate	 Change	 –	

UNFCCC,	its	results	are	not	impressive.	The	Rio	Conference	did	affirm	the	right	

of	 developing	 nations	 to	 economic	 development,	 while	 maintaining	
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environmental	protection,	but	it		

arguably	 weakened	 international	 efforts	 to	 secure	 environmental	
protection…	 the	 nascent	 right	 to	 a	 wholesome	 environment…	 [in]	
Stockholm…	 was	 abandoned	 in	 favor	 of	 a	 right	 to	 development…	 the	
obligation	 not	 to	 cause	 transboundary	 damage…	 [Stockholm	 21]	 was	
weakened	in	Principle	2	of	the	Rio	Declaration	by	the	addition	of	crucial	
language	authorizing	states	“to	exploit	their	own	resources	pursuant	to	
their	 own	 environmental	 and	 developmental	 policies”	 [emphasis	
added]…	the	obligation	to	conserve…	is	replaced	in	the	Rio	Declaration	
by	a	right	to	consume	or	develop.206	

The	Rio	Conference	also	established	the	principle	of	common	but	differentiated	

responsibility	(CBDR)	 in	nations’	obligations	regarding	the	environment,	 later	

applied	by	the	UNFCCC	in	“mandating	different	requirements	for	industrialized	

and	 developing	 countries” 207 	and	 requiring	 “industrialized	 countries	 to	

promote	SD	and	to	weave	renewable	and	sustainable	energy	into	the	fabric	of	

SD.”208		

b)	Inclusion	of	Social	Development	in	Sustainable	Development	-	SD	

Adding	Social	Development	as	a	third	“pillar”	of	Sustainable	Development	

was	certainly	an	 improvement,	and	in	tune	with	the	first	principle	of	 the	“Rio	

Declaration”:	 “Human	 beings	 are	 at	 the	 center	 of	 concerns	 for	 sustainable	

development.”209	However,	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 concept	 has	 a	 different	 source.	

There	 is	a	body	of	documents	or	tradition	of	sequenced	documents	related	to	

the	environmental	summits	building	on	each	other,	citing	them	and	continuing	

to	 develop	 concepts	 and	 approaches,	 particularly	 that	 of	 sustainable	

development.	 There	 are,	 in	 the	 United	 Nations	 system,	 other	 bodies	 of	
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documents.	 Different	 bodies	 often	 reference	 relevant	 documents	 from	 other	

traditions,	so	it	is	noteworthy	when	a	glaring	omission	occurs,	such	as	the	body	

of	 environment	 and	 sustainable	 development	 not	 recognizing	 the	 origin,	

definition	 or	 even	 notable	 developments	 on	 Social	 Development	 as	 a	 third	

“pillar”	 of	 Sustainable	 Development.	 The	 1995	 World	 Summit	 on	 Social	

Development	and	its	Declaration,	are	generally	ignored.210	

The	1992	Rio	conference	produced	two	documents,	the	“Rio	Declaration	

on	Environment	 and	Development”	 or	 “Rio	Declaration”	 and	Agenda	21;	 both	

consider	 SD	 as	 economic	 development	 and	 environmental	 protection.	 More	

recent	 UN	 publications	 portray	 Agenda	 21	 as	 specifically	 encompassing	 the	

three	dimensions	of	Sustainable	Development,211	but	the	document	 itself	does	

not	support	that	assertion.	In	section	I,	chapter	2,	Development	is	understood	

as	economic	policies	for	growth,	particularly	liberalization	of	world	trade.	The	

section	 “Combating	 Poverty”	 in	 chapter	 3	 focuses	 on	 economic	 growth	 and	

relevant	structures	to	provide	sustainable	livelihoods	as	a	means	of	eradicating	

poverty.	 Education,	 health,	 empowerment	 of	 women	 and	 communities,	

improved	 governance	 and	 related	 issues	 are	 mentioned	 as	 contributing	 to	 a	

sustainable	 model	 but	 fall	 short	 of	 being	 recognized	 as	 part	 of	 Social	

Development,	the	third	pillar	of	SD.212	

The	first	document	in	the	environmental	and	SD	tradition	that	explicitly	

includes	Social	Development	as	 the	 third	pillar	of	Sustainable	Development	 is	

the	 “Johannesburg	 Declaration	 on	 Sustainable	 Development”	 issued	 at	 the	
																																																								
210	UN,	“Copenhagen	Declaration	on	Social	Development.”		

211	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	23	

212	United	Nations	Conference	on	Environment	&	Development,	AGENDA	21,	(Rio	de	Janeiro,	Brazil,	June	1992).	
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World	 Summit	 on	 Sustainable	 Development	 in	 Johannesburg	 in	 2002.	

Following	 the	 cornerstone	 statement	 of	 the	 “Rio	 Declaration”	 that	 	 “Human	

beings	 are	 at	 the	 center	 of	 concerns	 for	 sustainable	 development,”213	the	

Johannesburg	Declaration	says	in	its	second	principle:	“We	commit	ourselves	to	

building	a	humane,	 equitable	and	caring	global	 society,	 cognizant	of	 the	need	

for	 human	 dignity	 for	 all,”214	and	 in	 the	 fifth	 principle,	 that	 it	 commits	 	 “to	

advance	and	strengthen	the	interdependent	and	mutually	reinforcing	pillars	of	

sustainable	 development—economic	 development,	 social	 development	 and	

environmental	protection.”215		

Nevertheless,	Social	Development	is	neither	defined	nor	delimited	in	its	

scope	 or	 purpose.	 The	 declaration	 references	 the	 challenges	 of	 poverty,	

inequality,	women’s	rights,	gender	equality	and	human	development	as	well	as	

the	specifics	of	“basic	requirements	as	clean	water,	sanitation,	adequate	shelter,	

energy,	 health	 care,	 food	 security	 and	 the	 protection	 of	 biodiversity,”	 and	

“severe	 threats	 to	 the	 sustainable	 development	 of	 our	 people,	which	 include:	

chronic	 hunger;	 malnutrition;	 foreign	 occupation;	 armed	 conflict;	 illicit	 drug	

problems;	 organized	 crime;	 corruption;	 natural	 disasters;	 illicit	 arms	

trafficking;	 trafficking	 in	 persons;	 terrorism;	 intolerance	 and	 incitement	 to	

racial,	 ethnic,	 religious	 and	 other	 hatreds;	 xenophobia;	 and	 endemic,	

communicable	 and	 chronic	 diseases,	 in	 particular	 HIV/AIDS,	 malaria	 and	

tuberculosis.”216		
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The	Implementation	Plan	focuses	chapter	2	on	“Poverty”	and	chapter	6	

on	 “Health.”	 Although	 chapter	 3	 is	 dedicated	 to	 the	 issues	 of	 unsustainable	

consumption	and	production,	 it	 focuses	on	policies	and	their	environmentally	

desirable	 outcomes.217	The	 impact	 of	 consumerism	 lifestyles	 on	 the	 lives	 of	

people	 and	 the	 social	 fabric	 is	 totally	 absent.	 The	 introduction	 does	mention	

that	 the	 results	 of	 the	 Summit	 “should	benefit	 all,	 particularly	women,	 youth,	

children	 and	 vulnerable	 groups”,	 fostering	 “Peace,	 security,	 stability	 and	

respect	 for	 human	 rights	 and	 fundamental	 freedoms,	 including	 the	 right	 to	

development,	as	well	as	respect	 for	cultural	diversity”	and	“the	 importance	of	

ethics.”218	The	overall	focus	is	on	government	policy	and	the	environment	and	

the	 aspects	 related	 to	 the	 human	 persons	 are	 focused	 on	material	 and	 basic	

needs.	

The	Rio	+	20	Conference	on	Sustainable	Development	in	2012	followed	

roughly	the	same	approach	producing	“The	Future	We	Want”	document	which	

states	that	“eradicating	poverty	is	the	greatest	global	challenge	facing	the	world	

today”	and	its	commitment	to	“reducing	inequalities,	raising	basic	standards	of	

living,	 fostering	 equitable	 social	 development	 and	 inclusion,	 and…	 human	

development.”219	It	 repeats	 the	 themes	 of	 Johannesburg.	 Again,	 no	 precision	

can	be	found	as	to	definition	or	scope	of	Social	Development.	One	difference	is	

the	concern	for	unemployment,	likely	due	to	the	financial	crisis.	

Social	Development	as	the	“third	pillar”	of	SD	was	mentioned	earlier	in	a	

body	of	documents	on	 social	 issues.	 In	March,	 1995,	 in	Copenhagen,	 “For	 the	
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218	Ibid,	§§3,5,	6.	
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first	 time	 in	history…	heads	of	State	and	Government	 [gathered]	 to	 recognize	

the	significance	of	social	development	and	human	well-being	for	all	and	to	give	

to	these	goals	the	highest	priority.”220	This	meeting	produced	the	“Copenhagen	

Declaration	 on	 Social	 Development,”	which	 states:	 “We	 are	 deeply	 convinced	

that	economic	development,	social	development	and	environmental	protection	

are	 interdependent	 and	 mutually	 reinforcing	 components	 of	 sustainable	

development,	which	is	the	framework	for	our	efforts	to	achieve	a	higher	quality	

of	 life	for	all	people,”221	making	it	the	first	clear	statement	about	the	pillars	of	

SD.	 Even	 if	 not	 setting	 a	 definition	 for	 Social	 Development,	 it	 set	 within	 its	

scope	“an	urgent	need	to	address	profound	social	problems,	especially	poverty,	

unemployment	 and	 social	 exclusion…	 the	 material	 and	 spiritual	 needs	 of	

individuals,	their	families	and	the	communities	in	which	they	live…	democracy	

and	 transparent	 and	accountable	governance…	social	development	and	 social	

justice…	peace	and	security…	all	human	rights	and	fundamental	freedoms.”222		

Noteworthy	 is	 the	 reference	 to	 spiritual	needs,	not	only	of	 individuals,	

but	 also	 of	 their	 families	 and	 communities,	 therefore	 their	 public	 expression,	

counter	to	the	general	trend	to	ignore,	obscure	or	deny	all	that	is	transcendent,	

rendering	 a	mutilated	 approach	 to	 the	human	person	 and	 society.	The	UNGA	

Resolution	47/92	which	convened	the	World	Summit	on	Social	Development	in	

December	of	1992,	does	not	reference	the	Rio	Conference	on	Environment	and	

Development,	 but	 traces	 the	origin	of	 this	 concern	 to	 sources,	 some	of	which	

are	prior	to	the	Rio	Conference,	including	ECOSOC	decisions	of	1991	and	1992,	
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the	support	of	non-aligned	countries	expressed	 in	September	1992	and	other	

resolutions	of	its	own	from	1987,	1990	and	1991.223		

The	 “Johannesburg	 Declaration”	 in	 2002	 is	 the	 first	 environmental	

summit	to	state	the	three	pillars	of	SD,224	but	makes	no	reference	to	the	1995	

“Copenhagen	Declaration,”	although	 it	cites	 from	very	diverse	UN	documents;	

this	 omission	 is	 also	 true	 of	 the	 “Johannesburg	 Implementation	 Plan.”225	

Likewise,	 the	 Rio	 +	 20	 conference	 in	 2012	 issued	 a	 document	 where	 it	

repeatedly	 mentions	 the	 three	 dimensions	 of	 SD,226	referencing	 a	 score	 of	

diverse	 documents,	 but	 not	 the	 “Copenhagen	Declaration.”	 In	 addition	 to	 the	

documents	 from	 the	 SD	 summits,	 the	 rich	 content	 of	 the	 “Copenhagen	

Declaration	on	 Social	Development” can	help	 clarify	 the	 concept	 and	 scope	of	

Social	Development	.	

	

6.	Continuing	efforts	and	related	concerns	

As	 has	 been	mentioned,	 international	 efforts	 associated	 with	 SD	 have	

developed	in	different	tracks,	each	generating	each	its	own	tradition	and	sets	of	

documents,	 with	 different	 degrees	 of	 success	 and	 interaction	 among	 them.	

Economic	and	social	development	during	the	1990s,	“took	the	form	of	advocacy	

for	 ‘human	 development,’	 which	 crystallized	 in	 the	Millennium	 Development	

Goals…	 [which	 are]	 focused	 on	 some	 aspects	 of	 economic	 and	 social	
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development,	 which	 are	 both	 dimensions	 of	 sustainable	 development.	

However,	 they	 were	 weak	 on	 environmental	 protection.”227	UN	 development	

goals	 are	 not	 limited	 to	Millennium	Development	 Goals	 (MDGs),	 but	 broader	

macroeconomic	goals	tended	to	obscure	the	real	conditions	of	less	advantaged	

sectors	 of	 the	 population.	 The	 MDGs	 sought	 to	 emphasize	 the	 social	

development	of	people,	rather	than	the	economy	as	a	whole,	so	that	“economic	

development	 goals	 are	 not	 explicitly	 encompassed	 by	 the	 Millennium	

Development	Goals.	Instead,	they	are	implicit,	in	the	sense	that	achievement	of	

the	 Millennium	 Development	 Goals	 would	 require,	 among	 other	 things,	 an	

increase	 in	 per	 capita	 income,	 the	 traditional	 indicator	 of	 economic	

development.”228		

The	MDGs	“became	 the	centerpiece	of	 the	development	effort	 for	poor	

countries	 around	 the	 world…	 [helping]	 a	 marked	 acceleration	 of	 poverty	

reduction,	disease	control,	and	increased	access	to	schooling	and	infrastructure	

in	 the	 poorest	 countries	 of	 the	world…	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	MDGs.”229	Goals,	 in	

general,	 help	 in	 developing	 consensus	 “for	 social	 mobilization…	 [generating	

international]	 peer	 pressure…	 mobilizing	 epistemic	 communities…	 [and]	

stakeholder	networks.”230		

At	 the	 Rio	 +	 20	 summit	 “leaders	 looked	 at	 the	 MDGs	 and	 saw	 how	

successful	 they	 had	 been	 in	 scaling	 up	 the	 world’s	 efforts	 to	 fight	 extreme	

poverty…	since	their	adoption	in	September	2000.	The	leaders	agreed	that	the	
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world	now	urgently	needs	a	similar	approach	of	scaling	up	the	world’s	efforts	

on	sustainable	development.”231	Not	all	are	as	enthusiastic.232	The	2030	Agenda	

for	 Sustainable	 Development	 in	 2015	 makes	 the	 commitment	 “to	 achieving	

sustainable	 development	 in	 its	 three	 dimensions—economic,	 social	 and	

environmental—in	 a	 balanced	 and	 integrated	 manner.”233	In	 this	 it	 refrains	

from	 adding	 as	 a	 fourth	 pillar	 the	 dimension	 of	 governance	 as	 was	 being	

advocated	by	Jeffrey	Sachs.234	In	the	task	assigned	to	Sachs	by	Ban	Ki-moon	for	

creating	the	Sustainable	Development	Solutions	Network-SDSN,	they	proposed	

10	SDGs.235	The	original	ten	inform	the	seventeen	SDGs	finally	approved,	with	

the	 exception	 of	 the	 added	 10th	 Goal,	 “Reduce	 inequality	 within	 and	 among	

countries.”236	The	 result	 is	 “17	 Sustainable	 Development	 Goals	 with	 169	

associated	 targets	which	 are	 integrated	 and	 indivisible.”237	169	 targets	might	

be	too	many	to	track,	but	most	are	worded	in	aspirational	terms.	An	important	

inclusion	 is	 the	 SDG	 7th	 Goal	 ensuring	 access	 to	 energy	 for	 all,	 a	 right	 long	

unrecognized.238		

The	goals	are	mostly	worthy,	addressing	urgent	concerns	and	deserving	
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the	total	support	of	the	international	community	and	stakeholders	worldwide.	

Nevertheless,	 policy	 sciences	 remain	 basically	 pragmatic,	 instrumental,	 and	

morally	relativistic,	and	as	a	matter	of	principle	deny	any	transcendent	content,	

spiritual	reality,	religious	insight,	and	metaphysical	realism.	The	document	on	

SDGs	 falls	 in	 that	 pattern,	 adding	 ideologically	 driven	 policies,	 such	 as	 those	

promoting	 reproductive	 health-care	 (which	 many	 understand	 as	 including	

abortion)	 while	 overlooking	 the	 family.	 The	 “family”	 is	 mentioned	 only	 five	

times	in	the	entire	document:	twice	in	reference	to	promoting	family	planning	

(26,	 goal	 3.7),	 once	 referring	 to	 family	 farmers	 (goal	 2.3),	 once	 referring	 to	

gender	equality	(goal	5.4),	and	finally	in	the	one	goal	cognizant	of	values	(25)	to	

“provide	 children	 and	 youth	 with	 a	 nurturing	 environment	 …	 through	 safe	

schools	and	cohesive	communities	and	families.”239	It	is	well	documented	how	

stable	 families	with	 both	 a	 father	 and	 a	mother	 have	 the	 highest	 correlation	

with	 educational	 and	 economic	 success	 and	 the	 least	 with	 delinquency	 and	

other	deviant	behaviors.240		

It	is	significant,	then,	that	this	issue	is	overlooked.	Sports	are	mentioned	

in	a	positive	way,241	but	there	 is	absolutely	no	reference	to	moral,	spiritual	or	

religious	 realities.	While	 the	 “Copenhagen	Declaration”	 is	mentioned,	 it	 is	not	

cited,	 seemingly	 disregarded	 as	 in	 earlier	 documents.242	The	 “Copenhagen	

Declaration”	 affirms	 a	 series	 of	 values	 systematically	 disregarded	 by	 the	

prevalent	body	of	UN	documents,	which	might	explain	why	the	document	has	
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been	buried.	It	recognizes	“material	and	spiritual	needs	of	individuals,	families	

and	 the	 communities	 in	 which	 they	 live”243	and	 “all	 rights	 and	 fundamental	

freedoms.”244	It	states	commitment	to	an	“ethical	and	spiritual	vision	for	social	

development	that	is	based	on	human	dignity,	human	rights,	equality,	respect…	

and	 full	 respect	 for	 the	 various	 religious	 and	 ethical	 values	 and	 cultural	

backgrounds	of	people.”245	It	will	act	to	recognize	“the	family	as	the	basic	unit	

of	society	and	acknowledge	that	it	plays	a	key	role	in	social	development	and	as	

such	 should	 be	 strengthened.”246 	It	 recognizes	 that	 “strategies,	 policies,	

programs	and	actions…	should	take	 into	account…	full	respect	 for	the	various	

religious	 and	 ethical	 values,	 cultural	 backgrounds	 and	 philosophical	

convictions	of	its	people.”247		

It	 seeks	 to	 “[r]ecognize	 and	 respect	 cultural,	 ethnic	 and	 religious	

diversity,	 promote	 and	 protect	 the	 rights	 of	 persons	 belonging	 to	 national,	

ethnic,	 religious	 or	 linguistic	minorities,	 and	 take	measures	 to	 facilitate	 their	

full	 participation	 in	 all	 aspects	 of	 the	political,	 economic,	 social,	 religious	 and	

cultural	 life	 of	 their	 societies	 and	 in	 the	 economic	 progress	 and	 social	

development	of	their	countries.”248	It	commits	to	“recognizing	the	rights,	duties	

and	 responsibilities	 of	 parents	 and	 other	 persons	 legally	 responsible	 for	

children	consistent	with	the	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child.”249	All	these	

values	seem	to	be	inimical	to	the	general	UN	agenda.	This	is	supported	by	the	
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notion	that	this	predominant	view	no	longer	sees	itself	merely	as	a	limited	but	

useful	tool	to	achieve	necessary	goals,	but	as	a	“normative	or	ethical	view	of	the	

world,	 a	 way	 to	 define	 the	 objectives	 of	 a	 well-functioning	 society,	 one	 that	

delivers	 wellbeing	 for	 its	 citizens	 today	 and	 for	 future	 generations…	 [and	

which]	urges	us	to	have	a	holistic	vision	of	what	a	good	society	should	be.”250		

This	holistic	view	ignores	any	metaphysical,	moral,	spiritual	or	religious	

concern,	 as	 well	 as	 family	 or	 life	 values	 which	 might	 pose	 an	 obstacle	 to	

pragmatic	 solutions.	 Of	 the	 three	 pillars	 of	 SD,	 environment,	 economic	

development	and	social	development,	the	third	can	be	charged	with	including	

the	wellbeing	 and	 fulfillment	 of	 the	 human	person,	 but	 in	 the	UN	 agenda,	 all	

this	is	reduced	to	“the	term	social	inclusion.”251	The	relativistic	view	has	taken	

over,	 dismissing	 transcendent	 values	 and	 enforcing	 its	 pragmatic	 and	

ideological	agenda,	notably	in	environmental,	social	and	population	issues.	

A	controversial	issue	has	been	population	growth.	Malthus,	The	Club	of	

Rome	 and	 Paul	 Ehrlich,	 all	made	 dire	 predictions	 about	 the	 consequences	 of	

excess	population.	None	came	to	be	true.	Paul	R.	Ehrlich,	“a	Stanford	University	

biologist	[warned]	in	[h]is	1968	book,	The	Population	Bomb,…	that	humankind	

stood	on	the	brink	of	apocalypse	because	there	were	simply	too	many	of	us…	

that	hundreds	of	millions	would	starve	to	death	in	the	1970s,	that	65	million	of	

them	would	be	Americans,	 that	 crowded	 India	was	essentially	doomed…	 that	

‘sometime	 in	 the	next	 15	 years,	 the	 end	will	 come.’”252	However,	 “[h]umanity	

has	 managed	 to	 hang	 on,	 even	 though	 the	 planet’s	 population	 now	 exceeds	
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seven	 billion,	 double	 what	 it	 was…	 [then,	 but]	 Dr.	 Ehrlich,	 now	 83,	 is	 not	

retreating	 from	 his	 bleak	 prophesies.”253	In	 what	 seems	 a	 more	 ideological	

position,	 he	 insists	 that	 population	 control	 is	 “required,	 preferably	 through	

voluntary	methods.	But	if	need	be,	he	said,	he	would	endorse	‘various	forms	of	

coercion’.”254		

Mara	Hvistendahl,	a	progressive	feminist	 in	good	standing,	“has	a	 long,	

devastating	interview	with	Ehrlich	in	which	she	reveals	him	to	be	a	doddering,	

foolish,	old	man	wedded	to	a	political	ideology	and	with	no	interest	in	science,	

demographics,	 or	 even	 basic	 math.”255	Nevertheless,	 “the	 elite	 caste	 has	

showered	 Ehrlich	 with	 awards	 and	 honors…	 	 in	 actual	 opposition	 to,	 both	

science,	 evidence,	 reason,	 and	 good	 faith…	an	 indictment	 of	 the	bien	pensant	

progressive	 order.”256	The	 general	 consensus,	 including	 the	 United	 Nations,	

estimates	“a	peak	of	about	nine	billion	around	2050…	To	some	extent,	worrying	

about	 an	overcrowded	planet	has	 fallen	off	 the	 international	 agenda.”257	Fred	

Pearce	 states	 that	 the	 problem	 is	 not	 overpopulation	 but,	 rather,	

overconsumption,	with	most	 of	 it	 in	 rich	 countries:	 “The	world’s	 richest	 half	

billion	 people	 —	 that’s	 about	 7	 percent	 of	 the	 global	 population	 —	 are	

responsible	 for	 half	 of	 the	world’s	 carbon	 dioxide	 emissions.	Meanwhile,	 the	

poorest	 50	 percent	 of	 the	 population	 are	 responsible	 for	 just	 7	 percent	 of	

emissions.”258	It	 is	 important	 to	 recognize	 that	 while	 some	 resources	 are	
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renewable,	others	are	not,	and	“richer	people	consume	more	natural	resources	

than	 poorer	 people…	 so	 overpopulation	 in	 the	 industrialized	 countries	 is	 the	

most	important	population	problem.”259		

Malthus	 was	 mistaken	 as	 he	 “did	 not	 foresee	 the	 dramatic	 impact	

technological	 advances	 would	 have	 on	 food	 production”	 and	 now	 Neo-

Malthusian,	 Economic	 Transition	 and	 Redistributional	 theories	 compete	 in	

explaining	 and	 forecasting	 different	 approaches	 to	 a	 sustainable	 society	

combining	 population	 growth,	 technical	 development,	 and	 resources	

distribution.260	Different	 initiatives	 have	 been	 fostered	 by	 the	 UN	 to	 curb	

population	 growth,	 particularly	 through	 the	 UNFPA,	 but	 “[t]here	 is	

international	 consensus,	 falling	 short	 of	 unanimity,	 that	 coercion	 should	 be	

skewed	 as	 a	 method	 of	 family	 planning.”261	This	 has	 not	 stopped	 the	 UN	 in	

trying	 to	 promote	 “reproductive	 health”	 (including	 abortion)	 as	 women’s	

rights,262	trying	 to	 promote	 these	 rights	 for	 female	 minors	 disregarding	

parental	 consent;	 promoting	 the	 coercive	 one-child	 policy	 in	 China	 with	 the	

support	 of	USAID	 as	well	 as	 sterilization,	 even	 coercively	 (as	 in	 the	 1990s	 in	

Peru),	and	funding	local	NGOs	in	many	countries	to	promote	contraception	and	

abortion.263		

Continuing	 to	 affirm	 the	 Vatican’s	 constant	 position,	 Archbishop	Auza,	

its	 representative,	 “to	 the	 United	 Nations	 denounced	 population	 control	
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260	Ibid,	136-140.	
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262	Lisa	Bourne,	“As	Pope,	other	Vatican	officials	champion	UN	Goals,	Holy	See	instead	has	moral	objections,”	“Two	of	
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before…	 this	 week’s	 50th	 Session	 of	 the	 Commission	 on	 Population	 and	

Development	 at	 the	 UN…	 [and]on	 the	 subject	 of	 changing	 population	 age	

structures	 and	 sustainable	 development…	 [he]	 criticized	 prosperous	 nations	

that	 withhold	 authentic	 aid	 from	 developing	 nations	 as	 a	 form	 of	 coerced	

population	 control.”264	Surprisingly,	 in	 2017,	 Dr.	 Paul	 Ehrlich,	 was	 invited	 to	

speak	 at	 a	 Vatican	 “Biological	 Extinction”	 conference.	 Ehrlich	 has	 defended	

compulsory	 population-control	 laws,	 including	 compulsory	 abortion.265	The	

Holy	See	seems	to	hold	different	and	incompatible	positions	on	the	subject.		

Sachs	has	also	been	a	frequent	guest	at	the	Vatican.	Possibly	because	he	

is	 sponsored	 by	 the	 UN	 secretary-general	 Ban	 Ki-moon,	 he	 toes	 the	 UN	 line	

warning	that	“countries	that	have	made	a	transition	from	high	fertility	rates	to	

low	fertility	rates	have	tended	to	have	an	advantage	in	economic	development,	

while	 countries	 that	 have	 very	 high	 fertility	 rates	 tend	 to	 have	 much	 lower	

economic	 growth.”266	Sachs	 states	 that	 	 Africa’s	 “unprecedented	 rise	 in	

population	 would	 almost	 surely	 put	 prosperity	 out	 of	 reach…	 Success	 will	

depend	on	today’s	high	fertility	countries	reducing	the	high	fertility	rates	on	a	

voluntary	 basis	 through	 public	 policy	 and	 changing	 cultural	 attitudes.”267	He	

even	 makes	 a	 strong	 effort	 to	 bolster	 the	 assertions	 of	 Malthus	 regarding	

hunger	 due	 to	 excess	 population.268	In	 this	 issue	 it	 is	 more	 evident	 that	 the	

controversy	 hinges	 more	 on	 anthropological	 views	 and	 moral	 values,	 well	

beyond	the	pay	grade	of	policy	sciences.		
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There	has	been	much	activity	regarding	environmental	protection,	as	

concerns	 regarding	 the	 environment	 (global	 warming,	 for	 example)	
were	reflected	in	the	United	Nations	Framework	Convention	on	Climate	
Change,	 which	 was	 opened	 for	 signature	 at	 the	 1992	 Rio	 Conference.	
This	was	followed	by	the	adoption,	in	1977,	of	the	Kyoto	Protocol	to	the	
United	 Nations	 Framework	 Convention	 on	 Climate	 Change,	 by	 the	
Conference	of	the	Parties	to	the	Convention	at	its	third	session.	Another	
response	 to	 environment-related	 concerns	 was	 the	 Convention	 on	
Biological	 Diversity,	 which	 was	 also	 opened	 for	 signature	 at	 the	 Rio	
Conference.	 Yet	 another	 example	 of	 global	 environmental	 protection	
effort	is	the	United	Nations	Convention	to	Combat	Desertification.	Also,	
the	United	Nations	Environment	Programme	(UNEP)	has	been	working	
on	environmental	issues	since	1972.269		

We	 can	 see	 that	 there	 has	 been	 no	 lack	 of	 efforts	 given	 the	 importance	 that	

environmental	 issues	 are	 given	 in	 governments	 and	 international	 bodies.	

However,	 the	 much	 promoted	 Kyoto	 Protocol	 has	 been	 largely	 a	 failure,	 for	

both	lack	of	commitment	and	a	faulty	assessment	of	unintended	consequences	

as	is	described	here:		

several	 countries	 that	 had	 ratified	 the	 Kyoto	 Protocol	 for	 its	 first	
commitment	period	withdrew	from	it	and	decided	not	to	join	the	second	
commitment	period…	the	greenhouse	gas	reduction	goals	set	out	in	the	
Kyoto	 Protocol	 remain	 largely	 unachieved…	 Countries	 that	 apparently	
have	 achieved	 their	 targets	 have	 often	 done	 so	 mainly	 through	
offshoring	 greenhouse	 gas-intensive	 production	 operations	 to	
developing	 countries…	 [which	 being]	 generally	 more	 greenhouse	 gas-
intensive…	 has	 led	 to	 an	 increase	 rather	 than	 a	 decrease	 in	 the	 total	
(global)	 volume	 of	 emissions,	 thus	 frustrating	 the	 very	 purpose	 of	 the	
Protocol.270		

The	Hartwell	group	argues	that	the	failure	of	Kyoto,	as	well	as	that	of	the	2009	

climate	 conference	 in	Copenhagen	 are	merely	 symptoms	of	 a	 policy	 that	was	

structurally	 flawed	 “because	 it	 systematically	 misunderstood	 the	 nature	 of	

climate	 change	 as	 a	 policy	 issue…	 [but	 had]	 acquired	 immense	 political	
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momentum	because	of	the	quantities	of	political	capital	sunk	into	it.”271	Just	as	

Pielke	 advocates	 the	 need	 to	 reframe	 climate	 policy	 by	 decoupling	 “carbon	

dioxide	 policy	 from	 other	 aspects	 of	 climate	 policy,”272	so,	 “The	 Hartwell	

Paper,”	 in	 its	 own	 terms	 	 “advocates	 a	 radical	 reframing—an	 inverting—of	

approach:	accepting	that	decarbonisation	will	only	be	achieved	successfully	as	

a	 benefit	 contingent	 upon	 other	 goals	 which	 are	 politically	 attractive	 and	

relentlessly	pragmatic.”273		

These	social	development	and	environmental	tracks	were	undertaken	in	

different	domains	

For	example,	the	domain	of	action	of	the	Millennium	Development	Goals	
was	 confined	 to	developing	 countries.	By	 contrast,	 the	Kyoto	Protocol,	
following	 principle	 7	 on	 common	 but	 differentiated	 responsibilities	 of	
the	Rio	Declaration	on	Environment	and	Development	(United	Nations,	
1993),	required	only	developed	countries	to	undertake	greenhouse	gas	
emissions	reduction	targets,	while	exempting	developing	countries	from	
the	requirement	of	undertaking	such	targets.274	

However,	the	SDGs	synthesize	the	different	aspects	of	SD.	It	remains	to	be	seen	

how	 the	 stakeholders	 of	 different	 nations	will	 interact	 and	which,	 of	 the	 169	

targets	 of	 the	 SDGs,	 will	 eventually	 capture	 the	 attention	 and	 resources	 to	

develop	 real	 progress.	 In	 the	 next	 chapter,	 the	 complex	 challenges	 and	

dynamics	of	Sustainable	Development	will	be	explored.	
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Chapter	2.-	The	challenges	in	the	three	pillars	of	Sustainable	

Development	(SD)	

	

Whereas	the	last	chapter	followed	the	growth	of	environmental	concerns	to	

a	 global	 issue	 focused	 on	 Sustainable	 Development,	 this	 chapter	 turns	 to	

examine	the	complex	challenges	and	dynamics	of	Sustainable	Development.	

	

Over	 time,	 Sustainable	 Development	 has	 come	 to	 have	 three	 pillars:	

economic,	social,	and	environmental	as	demonstrated	in	the	previous	chapter.	

SD	is	not	a	specific	goal	that	can	be	finally	attained.	It	is	a	happy	state,	the	result	

of	many	factors	in	constant	flux	and	interaction.	It	is	a	complex	set	of	conditions	

which	 foster	 healthy	 development	 for	 individual	 people	 and	 societies	 as	 a	

whole,	while	preserving	the	environment.	According	to	Sachs,	the	complexity	of	

SD	makes	 it	 difficult	 to	define.275	As	 seen	 in	 chapter	1,	 political	 interests	 lead	

occasionally	 to	 surprisingly	 biased	 views	 and	 even	 unethical	 behavior.	 Thus,	

political	 issues	 and	 the	 technical	 complexity	 of	 diverse,	mutually	 interacting,	

and	changing	challenges	in	all	three	dimensions	of	sustainable	development—

economic,	social	and	environmental—undermine	agreement	in	SD.		

Most	 organizations	 and	 initiatives	 active	 in	 SD,	 focus	 on	 the	 economic	

pillar.276	The	economic	aspects	might	be	the	most	urgent.	However,	this	tends	

to	render	irrelevant	in	the	discussion	the	other	important	aspects,	and	the	next	
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chapter	will	link	this	tendency	to	a	prevailing	view	of	humans	and	society	that	

is	reductive	and	detrimental	to	their	development.		

Turning	 to	 the	 impact	 of	 economic	 issues	 on	 the	 life	 of	 individuals,	

particularly	 the	 less	 fortunate,	we	should	note	the	United	Nations	Millennium	

Declaration	 adopted	 in	 September	 2000	 by	 world	 leaders	 establishing	 the	

Millennium	 Development	 Goals	 (MDGs)	 and	 a	 global	 consensus	 on	 the	

importance	 of	 poverty	 reduction	 and	 human	 development.277	Since	 then,	

through	dynamics	 already	underway,	 poverty	 has	 been	 reduced.	 The	UN	 and	

related	 parties	 proudly	 present	 this	 achievement	 as	 “the	 global	 community	

[having]	 managed	 to	 uplift	 a	 large	 segment	 of	 the	 poor	 and	 vulnerable.”278	

According	 to	World	 Bank	 statistics,	 the	 number	 of	 people	 living	 on	 less	 than	

$1.25	 per	 day279	has	 decreased	 dramatically,	 from	 half	 the	 citizens	 in	 the	

developing	world	in	1981	to	21	percent	in	2010,	despite	a	59	percent	increase	

in	its	population.	However,	a	new	analysis	shows	that	there	are	still	1.2	billion	

people	living	in	extreme	poverty,	and	despite	recent	impressive	progress,	Sub-

Saharan	 Africa	 still	 accounts	 for	more	 than	 one-third	 of	 the	world’s	 extreme	

poor.280		

Nonetheless	 there	 has	 been	 progress	 on	 poverty	 issues	 but	 more	

significant	efforts	need	to	be	made	to	accelerate	progress,	regardless	of	MDGs	

being	 reached	 by	 the	 2015	 deadline,	 given	 that:	 “current	 development	

strategies	 will	 not	 suffice	 to	 achieve	 SD	 beyond	 2015.”281	Those	 goals	 are	
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crucial	 for	 the	billion	people	 still	 living	 in	extreme	poverty.282	“[But	 they]	not	

only	 reflect	economic	 targets,	 global	 justice,	 and	human	rights—they	also	are	

vital	 to	 international	 and	 national	 security	 and	 stability...	 Poor	 and	 hungry	

societies	 are	much	more	 likely	 than	high-income	 societies	 to	 fall	 into	 conflict	

over	 scarce	 vital	 resources”283	Additionally,	 it	 has	 become	 increasingly	 clear	

that	macroeconomic	 figures	 such	 as	 GDP	 per	 capita	 do	 not	 reflect	 accurately	

the	economic	reality	and	wellbeing	of	the	population.284	We	need	to	understand	

human	 development	 fully	 so	 as	 to	 promote	 the	 policies	 truly	 effective	 in	

addressing	poverty	and	other	critical	goals	in	a	sustainable	way.	

One	 outcome	 of	 the	 1992	 UN	 Conference	 on	 Environment	 and	

Development	held	 in	Rio,	was	Agenda	21,	which	constituted	a	 comprehensive	

foundation	 for	 SD.	 Agenda	 21	 underlined	 the	 need	 for	 cooperation	 among	

governments	and	the	main	aspects	of	SD.	It	broadened	the	issue	from	economic	

growth	to	specific	 issues	of	poverty.	The	concern	that	economic	goals	did	not	

reflect	key	social	issues	was	building	and	contributed	to	the	MDGs,	focused	on	

more	 urgent	 efforts	 for	 the	 well-being	 and	 dignity	 of	 people,	 which	 had	 not	

been	adequately	addressed	previously	in	SD	initiatives	concerned	mostly	with	

economic	 growth	 and	 environmental	 protection.	 MDGs	 advanced	 the	

recognition	 of	 social	 development	 as	 a	 new	 pillar	 of	 SD,	 which	 was	 made	

explicit	 in	 the	 2002	 Johannesburg	 World	 Summit	 on	 Sustainable	

Development.285	Economic,	 social	 and	 environmental	 implementation	 efforts	
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had	 to	 be	 reintegrated	 and	 the	 MDGs	 evolved	 in	 2015	 to	 the	 Sustainable	

Development	Goals	(SDGs)	as	part	of	SD.286		

SDGs	aim	to	respond	to	new	challenges,	arising	from	“multiple	financial,	

economic,	 food	 and	 energy	 crises,	 which	 have	 threatened	 the	 ability	 of	 all	

countries	 to	 achieve	 sustainable	 development.”287	These	 challenges	 to	 SD	 are	

driven	by	 broad	underlying	 economic,	 social,	 technological,	 demographic	 and	

environmental	megatrends,	major	shifts	in	economic,	social	and	environmental	

conditions	which	change	societies	and	substantially	impact	people	at	all	levels.	

The	UN	 survey	 identifies	 four	 current	megatrends:	 globalization,	 inequalities,	

major	demographic	changes,	and	accelerating	environmental	degradation.288	

The	 2012	 UN	 Conference	 on	 SD	 held	 in	 Rio	 highlighted	 a	 range	 of	

interlinked	 challenges	 which	 claim	 priority	 attention,	 including	 decent	 jobs,	

energy,	 sustainable	 cities,	 food	 security	 and	 sustainable	 agriculture,	 water,	

oceans	 and	 disaster	 readiness.289	These	 interacting	 factors	 and	 agents,	 and	

having	 the	 human	 person	 at	 the	 center	 of	 its	 concerns,290		make	 for	 a	 strong	

connection	 of	 the	 three	 pillars	 of	 SD	 with	 Human	 Ecology,	 which	 will	 be	

explored	 as	 follows	 in	 this	 chapter.	 This	 also	 requires	 an	 analysis	 of	 the	

underlying	conceptions	of	SD	which	will	be	done	in	the	next	chapter.	
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1.	Economic	development		

Economics	 has	 a	 “political,	 normative	 and	 moral	 purpose….	 [seeking	

what]	 bring	 us	 closer	 to	 a	 ideal	 society…	 [an]	 unabashed	 aspiration	 to	 study	

good	and	evil.”291	Unfortunately,	it	can	be	shown	that	economists	have	wasted	

too	much	 energy	 “on	 pure	 theoretical	 speculation…	To	 be	 useful,	 economists	

must	 above	 all	 learn	 to	 be	more	 pragmatic…	 	 [and]	 work	more	 closely	 with	

other	social	science	disciplines.”292	Regretfully,	both	Piketty	and	the	economists	

that	he	faults	for	excessive	theoretical	speculation,	miss	the	mark.	More	or	less	

practical,	 they	 concentrate	 on	 method	 and	 process,	 but	 ignore	 purpose.	

Understanding	 economy293	as:	 the	careful	and	systemic	management	of	income,	

expenditure,	wealth	and	resources	to	satisfy	the	needs	of	constituents	in	the	most	

efficient	way,	would	align	with	 the	common	good	and	refocus	 its	purpose	and	

place	in	human	activity.		

Today’s	 economy	 is	 marked	 by	 globalization,	 which	 besides	 the	

expansion	of	trade	and	investment	flows,	includes	changes	in	global	production	

patterns,	 driven	 partly	 by	 the	 rise	 of	 transnational	 corporations	 and	 global	

value	 chains,	 “accounting	 for	much	 of	 the	 overall	 progress	 in	 the	 global	 fight	

against	 poverty.”294	A	 favorable	 global	 political	 environment	 has	 reduced	

barriers	 to	 trade	 and	 investment.	 The	 new	 transportation,	 information	 and	
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communications	 technologies	 have	made	 the	 diffusion	 of	 information	 easier,	

and	facilitated	access	by	developing	countries	to	the	global	knowledge	pool.295	

However,	assessing	whether	this	growth	is	beneficial	necessarily	hinges	

on	 how	 we	 define	 Economic	 Development.	 The	 Stockholm	 Declaration	

addressed	 development	 as	 alleviating	 the	 inadequate	 living	 conditions	 of	

millions	 in	 developing	 countries,296	measured	with	 GDP	 and	 later	 documents	

have	 focused	 on	macroeconomic	 issues	 such	 as	 international	 trade,	 finances,	

policies	 and	 planning.297	Some	 argue	 that	 economic	 development	 “should	 be	

measured	by	the	extent	to	which	a	society	has	achieved	a	desirable	distribution	

of	 advantage…	 [including]	 both	 efficiency	 and	 justice	 or	 fairness.”298	Justice	

implies	exploring	the	underlying	ethics,	where	“the	most	common	measure	of	

economic	 development,	 GDP	 per	 capita,	 is	 based	 upon	 the	 utilitarian	 ethic,	

which	computes	the	level	of	social	welfare	as	the	average	of	the	utilities	in	the	

population,	where	utility	is	taken	to	be	proportional	to	income.”299		

According	 to	 Roemer,	 utilitarian	 and	 consequentialist	 approaches	 rely	

on	measuring	outcomes	but	an	equal	opportunity	approach	would	be	arguably	

fairer	 since	 it	 distinguishes	 between	 circumstances	 and	 effort,	 seeking	 to	

equalize	the	effect	of	the	former	and	reward	the	latter.	This	would	be	ethically	

superior	and	also	endorsed	by	members	of	many	societies.300	This	issue	will	be	

revisited	 in	 the	 section	 discussing	 poverty	 and	 inequality	 within	 SD.	 This	

																																																								
295	Ibid.,	4.	

296	UN,	“Stockholm	Declaration,”	§4.	

297	UN,	Agenda	21,	chapters	2,	8;	UN,	Rio	+	20,	“The	Future	We	Want,”	§§11,	19,	20,	26,	281.	

298	John	E.	Roemer,	“Economic	Development	as	Opportunity	Equalization,”	9.	

299	Ibid.,	9.	

300	Ibid.,	10.	



	 94	

section	 questions	 whether	 mere	 economic	 growth	 can	 qualify	 as	 Economic	

Development,	examining	the	following	four	interrelated	and	problematic	areas:	

convergence,	 global	 financialization,	 growth	 itself,	 and	persistent	 inequalities.	

Each	 unit	 is	 treated	 in	 turn	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 overall	 complexity	 of	 the	

problem.	

		a)	The	limits	of	convergence	

Convergence,	understood	as	decreasing	the	gap	between	developed	and	

developing	 economies,	 results	 from	 accelerated	 growth	 in	 developing	

economies	 and	 involves	 shifts	 in	 trade	 patterns,	 in	 the	 balance	 of	 economic	

power	 and	 in	 areas	 of	 economic	 influence,	 all	 of	 which	 have	 an	 impact	 in	

political	 alignments.	 “As	a	 result	of	 rapid	growth	 in	developing	and	emerging	

economies,	the	world	economy	is	becoming	more	multipolar,	which	inevitably	

leads	to	the	creation	of	a	world	that	is	more	multipolar	politically.”301		

globalization	 has	 provided	 opportunities	 for	 emerging	 economies	 and	
developing	countries,	and	in	recent	years	their	growth	rates	have	been	
consistently	higher	 than	growth	 rates	 in	 the	developed	world…	 [but]It	
has	not	made	developing	 countries	 immune	 to	 cyclical	 shocks:	 indeed,	
globalization	has	 increased	countries’	vulnerabilities;	and	 it	 is	 far	 from	
uniform,	 with	 some	 developing	 countries	 not	 only	 excluded	 from	 this	
convergence	 process	 but	 falling	 further	 behind.	 Average	 per	 capita	
growth	also	hides	increasing	inequalities	within	countries...	A	significant	
part	 of	 the	 global	 population	 therefore	 does	 not	 benefit	 from	
convergence.302	

Thus,	convergence	has	come	with	greater	vulnerabilities	such	as	a	more	

demanding	and	competitive	economic	environment,	more	exposure	to	the	

shocks	and	distortions	in	the	global	economy	and	increasing	inequalities.	In	the	
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next	section	we	will	look	at	financialization,	deeply	embedded	in	these	

distortions.			

b)	Global	financialization303	

	“Globalization	 has	 progressed	 furthest,	 perhaps,	 in	 finance,	where	 the	

liberalization	 of	 capital	 markets	 and	 short-term	 capital	 flows	 has	 been	

promoted	 since	 the	 1980s,	 most	 prominently	 by	 the	 International	 Monetary	

Fund	(IMF).”304	This	 liberalization	has	 increased	macroeconomic	 instability	at	

national	 and	 global	 levels	 because,	 among	 other	 things,	 “capital	 flows	 are	

procyclical	 and	 thus	 exacerbate	 the	 business	 cycle.305	At	 the	 same	 time,	 they	

limit	 policymakers’	 ability	 to	 use	 macroeconomic	 policies	 to	 smooth	 out	 the	

business	cycle.”306	So,	this	“progress”	requires	a	critical	approach.		

According	 to	 the	 “World	 Economic	 and	 Social	 Survey	 2013,	 “[coming	

from]	 advanced	 economies,	 financialization	 was	 driven	 by	 financial	 interests	

that	sought	profitable	investments	in	the	context	of	slowing	economies.”307	This	

led	 to	 changes	 in	 investing	 and	 corporate	 behavior	 with	 shorter	 term	

expectations	for	realizing	gains,	“changes	in	financial	markets	which	facilitated	

increased	 indebtedness	 and	 asset-price	 bubbles,	 and	 changes	 made	 in	

economic	 policy,	 not	 least	 of	 all	 to	 facilitate	 financial	 globalization.”308	The	

source	and	motives	of	the	initiative	for	financialization	is	also	confirmed	asking	

																																																								
303	Ibid.,	6,	“financialization	entails	the	increasing	role	of	financial	motives,	actors,	markets	and	institutions	in	the	
economy”	

304	Ibid.,	5-6	

305	Graciela	Kaminsky,	“When	It	Rains,	It	Pours,”	“Capital	flows	are	procyclical	when	the	correlation	between	the	
cyclical	components	of	net	capital	inflows	and	output	is	positive.	The	economy	thus	borrows	from	abroad	in	good	times	
(i.e.,	capital	flows	in)	and	lends/repays	in	bad	times	(i.e.,	capital	flows	out).”		

306	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	6.	

307	Ibid.,	6	

308	Ibid.	
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cui	 bono,309	as	 the	 increasing	 role	 of	 financial	 motives	 and	 actors	 in	 the	

economy,	 has	 resulted	 “in	 the	 increase	 in	 profits	 of	 financial	 institutions	

relative	to	non-financial	corporations	and	the	overall	increase	in	rentiers’	share	

of	national	income.”310			The	rationale	given,	however,	was	different:	

[it	 intended]	 to	 provide	 developing	 countries	 …	with	 access	 to	 scarce	
savings.	 The	 actual	 outcome	 of	 financial	 liberalization	 was	 quite	
different,	 however…	 increased	 volatility	 of	 capital	 flows,	 global	
macroeconomic	 imbalances,	 and	 multiple	 financial	 crises—typically	
followed	by	severe	recessions,	most	recently	on	a	global	level.311		

So,	 the	 rationale	 given	 was	 the	 generous	 concern	 for	 developing	

countries,	 while	 the	 real	 motives	 were	 the	 financiers’	 expectation	 of	 faster	

profits,	regardless	of	the	risks	to	the	economy.	Crises	are	predictable.		“Capital	

inflows	based	on	market	optimism	fuel	credit	bubbles,	 leading	to	 increases	 in	

the	 values	 of	 real	 estate	 and	 the	 currency;	 but	 over-indebtedness	 soon	

undermines	the	capacity	to	repay.		

Once	 the	 bubble	 bursts,	 capital	 inflows	 stop	 and	 the	 ensuing	 credit	

crunch	leads	to	economic	contraction.”312	Consequences	are	severe:	“Since	the	

onset	 of	 the	 global	 financial	 crisis,	 the	 median	 output	 loss	 from	 systemic	

banking	crises…	has	amounted	to	25	per	cent	of	GDP…	[building]	international	

reserves	to	protect	[from]	volatile	capital	flows	[has	led	to]	massive	increase	in	

reserves	held	by	developing	 and	emerging	 countries—which	amounted	 to	 $7	

trillion	in	2011.”313	This	has	contributed	to	global	macroeconomic	imbalances.	

In	reaction,	“financial	regulation	is	being	strengthened	worldwide…	and	major	

																																																								
309	or	in	more	colloquial	terms:	follow	the	money.	

310	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	6.	

311	Ibid.,	5.	

312	Ibid.,	6.	

313	Ibid.	
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advocates	of	financial	globalization	have	modified	their	position…	highlighting	

the	risks.”314	of	rapid	capital	inflows	and	outflows.	

Even	 worse,	 it	 seems	 that	 “coalitions	 of	 stakeholders	 orchestrated	 by	

political	leaders”315	acted	knowingly:	

The	resulting	2007-08	financial	and	economic	crisis	demonstrated	that	
political	 leaders	and	allied	stakeholders,	 including	bankers,	borrowers,	
brokers,	guarantors,	and	regulators	who	worked	together	in	the	pursuit	
of	this	desirable	social	objective	and	acted	in	their	respective	interests,	
manufactured	a	systemic	risk	event	with	catastrophic	consequences	for	
the	financial	system	and	the	economy.316	

Even	after	the	crisis,		

Political	leaders	did	not	offer	true	reform,	however,	because	they	failed	
to	 recognize	 that	 they	 themselves	 had	 established	 and	 supported	 the	
mispricing	of	financial	guarantees	supporting	subsidized	loan	programs	
and	that	such	mispriced	guarantees	had	 fueled	a	boom	that	could	only	
lead	 to	 a	 market	 crash	 and	 a	 banking	 crisis.	 Out	 of	 their	 lack	 of	
understanding,	or	leadership,	they	failed	the	community.317	

The	consequences	to	other	countries	were	also	severe,	“as	evidenced	by	

the	 frequency	 of	 financial	 crises	 in	 recent	 years	 and	 the	 contagion	 effects	

arising	 from	 such	 crises.”318	The	 impact	 of	 the	 estimated	 25%	 loss	 of	 GDP	

translates	 in	dramatic	 injury	to	the	 lives	of	tens	of	millions	and	their	 families,	

extremely	 high	 rates	 of	 unemployment,	 especially	 among	 the	 youth,	 loss	 of	

hope	 and	 self-esteem,	 stress	 in	 personal	 lives	 and	 families,	 strained	

relationships	and	increased	incidence	of	unhealthy	and	dysfunctional	behavior.	

We	cannot	be	insensitive	to	the	plight	of	hundreds	of	millions,	innocent	victims	

of	the	wanton	and	reckless	irresponsibility	of	a	few.		

																																																								
314	Ibid.	

315	Jean-Pierre	Berliet,	Risk	shifting,	Justice,	and	Solidarity	in	Catholic	Social	Teaching,	47.	

316	Ibid.,	45.	

317	Ibid.,	57.	

318	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	8.	
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If	 the	 proper	 legal	 instruments	 to	 assign	 responsibility	 and	 extract	

financial	 compensation	 are	 not	 in	 place,	 at	 least	 we	 should	 ensure	 that	

international	 initiatives	 are	 developed	 to	 avoid	 this	 from	 happening	 again.	 A	

parallel	 might	 be	 drawn	 with	 acid	 rain	 originating	 in	 the	 UK’s	 emissions,	

polluting	Sweden’s	lakes	and	forests.319	This	prompted	the	first	environmental	

conference	 in	 Stockholm,	 Sweden	 in	 1972	 and	 the	 subsequent	 progress	 in	

global	 concern	 and	 action.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 financialization,	 the	 damages	 are	

considerably	greater	and	consequently	merit	more	decisive	action.	

Abuses	 in	 financial	 liberalization	 have	 negative	 consequences	 on	

markets.	 Policies	 consistent	 with	 Human	 Ecology	 should	 foster	 an	 economy	

that	 grows	 at	 the	 pace	 of	 the	 growing	 demand	 for	 goods	 and	 services	 that	

people	 really	 need,	 not	 consumerism.	 Then,	 the	 alignment	 and	 integration	 of	

entrepreneurship,	 human	 work,	 technology,	 capital,	 intermediate	 goods,	 and	

natural	resources	can	generate	value	which	accrues	to	people	and	society.		

Financial	 activity	 should	be	a	part	of	 this	process,	 supporting	 financial	

needs	such	as	credit,	collateral,	cash-flow,	transactions,	and	investment.	When	

financial	 activity	 is	not	 geared	 to	providing	 services	but	 rather	exploiting	 the	

imbalances	of	markets,	 or	 even	generating	 imbalances	 for	 that	purpose,	 it	 no	

longer	serves	society.	It	should	be	regarded	as	a	risky	activity,	just	as	extreme	

sports,	smoking,	or	gambling	are,	and	highly	regulated	so	as	to	constrain	its	risk	

to	willing	 and	 informed	agents,	 and	 certainly,	 not	 entitled	 to	protection	 from	

failure,	even	less,	protection	funded	by	taxpayers.		

																																																								
319	Guruswamy,	International	Environmental	Law,	35,	or	the	Trail	Smelter	case,	500.	
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Of	 course,	 risky	 activity	 that	 harms	 innocent	 bystanders	 should	 be	

prohibited	and	penalized.	A	 government	 fails	 its	duty	 to	protect	 the	 common	

good,	 when	 it	 does	 not	 protect	 the	 savings	 and	 livelihoods	 of	 people,	 by	

allowing	or	even	encouraging	the	risk-prone	behavior	of	financial	agents	with	

misaligned	incentives,	 leading	to	bubbles,	systemic	crises	and	market	failures.	

If,	 additionally,	 it	 has	 yielded	 to	 pressures	 or	 incentives	 from	 the	 financial	

industry,	it	is	guilty	of	mendacity	and	corruption.	

The	underlying	 factors,	however,	 are	a	 significant	 challenge.	Unlimited	

growth	in	the	economy	and	in	profits	are	basically	non-negotiable	foundations	

of	the	current	system.	The	actions	to	control	the	2008	financial	crisis		

were	 largely	 regarded	 as	 temporary	 measures,	 necessary	 evils	 in	 the	
restoration	 of	 a	 free-market	 economy…	 Their	 ultimate	 goal	 was	 to	
protect	the	pursuit	of	economic	growth.	Throughout	the	crisis,	that	was	
the	one	non-negotiable:	that	growth	must	continue	at	all	costs.	Renewed	
growth	was	the	end	that	justified	interventions	unthought	of	only	a	few	
months	previously.	No	politician	seriously	questioned	it.320		

There	 is	 unwillingness	 to	 acknowledge	 that	 the	 prevailing	 economic	

paradigm’s	flaws	produced	the	crisis.321	The	fingerprints	of	the	financial	sector	

are	 in	 the	 deregulation	 that	 ushered	 the	 crisis.	 Jackson	 affirms:	 “The	 growth	

imperative	has	 shaped	 the	 architecture	of	 the	modern	economy.	 It	motivated	

the	freedoms	granted	to	the	financial	sector.	It	stood	at	least	partly	responsible	

for	 the	 loosening	 of	 regulations,	 the	 over-extension	 of	 credit	 and	 the	

proliferation	 of	 unmanageable	 (and	 unstable)	 financial	 derivatives.”322	The	

more	 proximate	 cause	 being	 “that	 the	 unprecedented	 consumption	 growth	

																																																								
320	Tim	Jackson,	Prosperity	Without	Growth,	21.	

321	Ibid.,	21,	“And	yet	allegiance	to	growth	was	the	single	most	dominant	feature	of	an	economic	and	political	system	
that	led	the	world	to	the	brink	of	disaster.”		

322	Ibid.	
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between	 1990	 and	 2007	 was	 fueled	 by	 a	 massive	 expansion	 of	 credit	 and	

increasing	 levels	 of	 debt”323,	 but	 the	 root	 cause	 is	 the	 unquestioned	 goal	 of	

growth	 itself:	 “the	 roots	 of	 the	 economic	 crisis…	 lie	 at	 least	 in	 part	 in	 the	

concerted	 effort	 to	 free	 up	 credit	 for	 economic	 expansion	 across	 the	world…	

The	 very	 policies	 put	 in	 place	 to	 stimulate	 growth	 in	 the	 economy	 led	

eventually	to	its	downfall.	The	market	was	undone	by	growth	itself.”324	Growth	

is	not	bad	in	itself,	but	uncritical	support	for	it	is	not	healthy	as	we’ll	see	in	the	

following	section.		

c)	The	question	of	growth	

As	 we	 see,	 the	 uncritical	 option	 for	 growth	 by	 governments	 and	

international	 institutions,	 is	 a	 serious	 challenge.	 “Economically,	 continued	

growth	in	emerging	economies	in	particular,	can	be	an	engine	of	growth	for	the	

world	economy	and	provides	opportunities	for	other	developing	countries.”325	

Growth	can	be	good,	providing	 income	which	trickles	down326	to	 improve	the	

income	of	 the	poor,	generating	more	 income	 for	 taxes	and	pension	 funds	and	

fueling	 the	 cycle	of	 consumption	and	production	generating	 jobs	and	 income.	

However,	 growth	 can	 also	 be	 a	 misaligned	 incentive	 for	 exploitation	 and	

squandering	 of	 natural	 resources,	 unsustainable	 lifestyles	 and	 development	

policies,	debt,	corruption	and	distorted	political	influence.		

Given	that	continued	economic	growth	is	emphasized	to	achieve	the	SD	

goals,	it	is	important	to	assess	if	this	growth	can	continue	as	planned,	and	can	

																																																								
323	Ibid.	

324	Ibid.,	30.	

325	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	8.	

326	Trickle	down	is	posed	as	market-generated	benefits	for	all	in	society,	but	as	will	be	argued,	ineffective.	
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be	 effective	 in	 achieving	 those	 goals.	 “There	 are	 concerns	 not	 only	 about	

external	shocks,	but	also	about	heterogeneity	in	growth	experiences,	i.e.,	about	

the	fact	that	progress	is	not	uniform.”327	To	reduce	all	extreme	poverty,	current	

growth	 rates	 are	 not	 enough:	 “of	 every	 $100	 worth	 of	 growth	 in	 world	 per	

capita	income,	the	poor	received	only	…	$0.60	during	1990-2001.”328		

	

Table	2	-	Source:	Milanovic	(2012).329	

Doubling	 the	world	per	 capita	 income	would	 raise	 the	 income	of	 the	poor	 in	

only	15	cents	of	a	dollar	per	day.	330	Relying	on	growth	to	eradicate	poverty	is,	

therefore,	not	a	serious	solution.331	

Although	 growth	 is	 assumed	 to	 be	 good,	 there	 are	 distortions	 when	

growth	 is	 not	 directly	 related	 to	 supplying	 real	 needs	 of	 the	 population.	 The	

tendency	 “is	 to	 cast	 prosperity	 in	 economic	 terms	 and	 to	 call	 for	 continuing	

																																																								
327	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	6.	

328	Ibid.,	28.	

329	Ibid.,	29.	

330	Figures	for	2010:	yearly	$9097,	per	day	$24.92.	World	Bank	Development	Indicators	2010	at	
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/DATASTATISTICS/Resources/GNIPC.pdf	

331	Other	views	for	addressing	the	issue	of	poverty	are	explored	further	in	Section	2,	Social	Development,	c)	The	
Poverty	and	Inequality	Challenge..	
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economic	 growth	 as	 the	means	 to	 deliver	 it.	 Higher	 incomes	mean	 increased	

choices,	and	improved	quality	of	life	for	those	who	benefit	from	them…	A	rising	

per	capita	GDP,	in	this	view,	is	equivalent	to	increasing	prosperity.”332	This	is	a	

reductive	concept	of	authentic	wellbeing,	but	“undoubtedly	one	of	the	reasons	

why	 GDP	 growth	 has	 been	 the	 single	 most	 important	 policy	 goal	 across	 the	

world	for	most	of	the	last	century.”333		

Starting	 in	the	mid-1990s,	discussion	arose	regarding	the	“relationship	

between	economic	growth	and	well-being…	[because]	beyond	a	certain	point	of	

economic	 growth	measured	 in	 terms	 of	 GDP,	 GNP,	 or	 GNI,	 the	 quality	 of	 life	

needs	 to	 become	 a	 higher	 priority	 in	 development”	 or	 it	 begins	 to	

deteriorate.334	Higher	GDP	or	GNP	“only	reflects	increased	spending	of	a	nation,	

whether	that	spending	is	good	or	bad.	It	ignores	the	social	and	environmental	

costs	(externalities)	associated	with	growth	and	therefore	can	be	a	misleading	

measure	of	progress	and	well-being.”335		

Luxury	or	entertainment	goods	and	services	can	enhance	quality	of	life.	

When	 elites	 enjoy	 them	 with	 restraint	 and	 display	 an	 austere,	 industrious	

attitude,	 society	 maintains	 a	 sober	 balance.	 As	 elites	 indulge	 wantonly,	

expectations	rise	and	frustration	and	disorder	grows.	Nowadays,	easier	credit,	

resulting	from	looser	financial	regulation,	has	allowed	many	people	to	indulge	

beyond	 their	means	with	 dire	 consequences,	 both	 for	 them	 and	 society	 as	 a	

whole.		

																																																								
332	Jackson,	Prosperity	Without	Growth,	3.	

333	Ibid.	

334	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	62.		

335	Ibid.,	62.	Amadei	stated	(in	private	conversation,	2014),	as	an	example,	that	when	crime	grows,	GDP	grows	as	well.	



	 103	

If	most	consumption	is	absorbed	by	luxury	or	entertainment	goods	and	

services,	 financial	 resources	 (credit	 or	 cash)	 are	 squandered,	 wealth	

diminished,	 human	work	 and	 natural	 resources	 spent	 and	 gone.	 To	 facilitate	

disposable	 income,	 debt	 is	 enabled,	 even	 irresponsibly.	 Another	 distortion	 is	

using	 natural	 non-renewable	 resources	 to	 fuel	 growth,	 without	 trading	 for	

renewable,	productive	value	such	as	education,	useful	public	infrastructure,	or	

capacity	building.	Government	deficits	add	 to	 this	due	 to	 large	bureaucracies,	

waste	and	corruption,	reducing	wealth	instead	of	increasing	it.336	

Encouraging	consumerism	to	fuel	growth	is	irresponsible	and	ultimately	

weakens	 the	 economy	 and	 society.	 Government	 and	 business	 leaders	 must	

discriminate	 between	 good	 and	 bad	 growth	 and	 measure	 it	 reliably.337	As	

Amadei	notes,	qualities	“of	economic	growth	are	as	important	as	growth	itself…	

If	growth	negatively	affects	the	environment,…[or]	produces	junk	products	and	

services,…[or]	concentrates	wealth	in	the	hands	of	a	few,…[or]	is	controlled	by	

a	 powerful	 few,…[or]	 is	 about	 consumerism,	 it	 is	 not	 development.”338	“The	

vision	of	 social	progress	 that	drives	us—based	on	 the	 continual	 expansion	of	

material	 wants—is	 fundamentally	 untenable.	 And	 this	 failing	 is	 not	 a	 simple	

failing	short	from	utopian	ideals.	It	is	much	more	basic.	In	pursuit	of	the	good	

life	today,	we	are	systematically	eroding	the	basis	for	well-being	tomorrow.”339		

																																																								
336	Frank	Shostak,	“What	is	up	with	the	GDP?”	“If	a	government	embarks	on	the	building	of	a	pyramid,	which	adds	
absolutely	nothing	to	the	well-being	of	individuals,	the	GDP	framework	will	regard	this	as	economic	growth.	In	reality,	
however,	the	building	of	the	pyramid	will	divert	real	funding	from	wealth-generating	activities,	thereby	stifling	the	
production	of	wealth.”			

337	Ibid.,	“The	GDP	framework	cannot	tell	us	whether	final	goods	and	services	that	were	produced	during	a	particular	
period	of	time	are	a	reflection	of	real	wealth	expansion,	or	a	reflection	of	capital	consumption.”	

338	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	61.	

339	Jackson,	Prosperity	Without	Growth,	2.	
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Considering	 the	 finite	 nature	 of	 resources340,	 it	 is	 a	 valid	 question	

“whether	 economic	 growth	 is	 still	 a	 legitimate	 goal	 for	 rich	 countries,	 when	

huge	disparities	 in	 income	 and	well-being	 persist	 across	 the	 globe	 and	when	

the	global	economy	is	constrained	by	finite	ecological	limits.”341		More	worrying	

is	 that	 rich	 countries	 set	 the	 trends	 and	 standards	 for	 desirable	 lifestyles	 for	

developing	countries,	not	only	by	example,	but	even	deliberately	as	a	strategy	

to	grow	their	markets	for	consumer	goods.		“Unfortunately,	the	old	paradigm	of	

economic	growth	as	the	only	measure	of	economic	success	is	still	deeply	rooted	

in	the	minds	of	policy	makers,	economists,	and	development	agencies,	But…	a	

consensus	 seems	 to	 exist	 that	 alternatives	 to	 these	 purely	 economic	

development	 indices	need	 to	be	considered	and	 that	 ‘we	need	 to	re-think	 the	

economic	sources	of	well-being’	in	rich	and	poor	countries	alike.”342	The	factors	

that	determine	the	rate	and	nature	of	healthy	growth	have	to	be	discerned	and	

managed	accordingly.	

We	have	 seen	 in	 these	 previous	 sections,	 the	 ambiguities	 and	harmful	

consequences	of	 the	much	promoted	goals	of	globalization’s	convergence	and	

economic	 growth,	 and	 even	 more	 so,	 the	 damage	 as	 a	 consequence	 of	

unfettered	financialization.	These	are	often	misleadingly	presented	as	solutions	

to	poverty	and	inequality.	The	next	section	deals	with	the	challenge	of	growing	

and	persistent	inequalities	that	undermine	a	healthy	human	environment.	

	

																																																								
340	UN,	“Agenda	21,”	§4.6.	Some	economists	are	questioning	traditional	concepts	of	economic	growth	and	underlining	
the	importance	of	pursuing	economic	objectives	that	take	account	of	the	full	value	of	natural	resource	capital.	

341	Jackson,	Prosperity	Without	Growth,	17.	

342	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development.	66	
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d)	Persistent	inequalities		

By	 the	 standard	 of	 achieving	US$1.25/day,	 poverty	 and	 global	 income	

inequality	 has	 receded	 slightly	 in	 recent	 years,	 but	 inequalities	 within	many	

countries	have	been	rising343.	

Table	3	-	Gross	national	income	per	capita	2010	in	US$		

AREA	 PER	YEAR	 PER	DAY	

World	 9,097	 24.92	

Low	income	 510	 1.40	

Lower	middle	income	 1,658	 4.54	

Low	&	middle	income	 3,304	 9.05		

Middle	income	 3,764		 10.31	

Upper	middle	income	 5,884	 16.12	

High	income	 38,658	 105.91	

East	Asia	&	Pacific	 3,691	 10.11	

Europe	&	Central	Asia	 7,214	 19.76	

Latin	America	&	Caribbean	 7,802	 21.38	

Middle	East	&	North	Africa	 3,839	 10.52	

South	Asia	 1,213	 3.32	

Sub-Saharan	Africa	 1,165	 3.19	

Euro	area	 38,580	 105.70	

	

Being	 more	 specific,	 “[m]ore	 than	 two	 thirds	 of	 global	 inequality	 is	

explained	by	differences	 in	 income	between	 countries,	 and	only	 one	 third	by	

the	distribution	patterns	within	countries….	At	the	same	time,	 financialization	
																																																								
343	World	Bank	Group	“Africa	Continues	to	Grow	Strongly	but	Poverty	and	Inequality	Remain	Persistently	High.”	
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has	increased	executive	compensation	and	wages	at	the	very	top	of	the	income	

distribution.”344	A	worldwide	comparison	 is	given	 in	 the	chart	of	 the	previous	

page.345		

In	developing	countries,	inequality	is	related	to	lack	of	job	opportunities,	

particularly	if	growth	is	related	to	commodity	exports.	“In	East	and	South-East	

Asia,	structural	change	from	a	primarily	agricultural	to	a	modern	economy…	is	

an	 important	 driver	 of	 inequality.”346	These	 inequalities	 are	 complex	 and	

driven	 by	 direct	 and	 indirect	 impacts	 of	 globalization	 and	 “many,	 often	

structural	 and	 country-specific	 factors,	 and	 they	 are	 tightly	 linked	 to	 social,	

environmental	and	political	 inequalities…	Left	unaddressed,	these	inequalities	

threaten	sustainable	development	prospects	in	multiple	ways”347	

In	terms	of	social	development,	 large	inequalities	constrain	life	choices	
for	 individuals	 and	 perpetuate	 unequal	 economic	 and	 social	
opportunities,	 i.e.,	 inequality	 of	 outcome	 translates	 into	 inequality	 of	
opportunity…	 persistent	 inequalities	 increase	 the	 chances	 of	 lower	
development	outcomes	in	health,	including	under-nutrition	and	stunting,	
and	in	education,	including	school	enrolment	and	learning	outcomes.348	
Inequality	also	contributes	to	social	tension,	conflicts,	and	is	one	of	the	

most	 significant	 factors	 undermining	 wellbeing	 and	 happiness.	 In	 The	 Spirit	

Level,	Pickett	and	Wilkinson	show	the	"pernicious	effects	that	inequality	has	on	

societies:	 eroding	 trust,	 increasing	 anxiety	 and	 illness,	 (and)	 encouraging	

excessive	 consumption"349.	 The	 work	 identifies	 multiple	 health	 and	 social	

problems	including	drug	abuse,	imprisonment,	obesity,	social	mobility,	violence,	

																																																								
344	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	9.	

345	World	Bank	Development	Indicators	2010.	

346	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	10.	

347	Ibid.,	9.	

348	Ibid.,	10.	

349	Richard	Wilkinson,	The	Spirit	Level.	
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and	teenage	pregnancies.		For	each	of	these,	“outcomes	are	significantly	worse	

in	more	unequal	rich	countries”.350		

Economic	 development	 is	 necessary	 but	 its	 reliance	 on	 current	

dynamics	of	growth	and	global	markets	should	be	revised	to	align	it	better	with	

the	 common	 good.	 The	 political	 efforts	 supporting	 globalization	 and	 growth	

argue	that	their	purpose	is	to	fight	poverty	and	inequality,	but	as	we	have	seen,	

this	is	not	supported	by	the	data,	and	to	be	honest	a	more	direct	and	effective	

approach	is	needed.	

	

	

2.	Social	Development	and	the	Human	Person		

As	 we	 saw	 in	 chapter	 1,	 the	 pragmatism	 that	 dominates	 the	 policy	

sciences	considers	only	the	basic	material	and	economic	aspects	of	the	human	

person,	 ignoring	 the	 moral	 and	 spiritual.	 Even	 the	 cultural	 is	 reduced	 to	 its	

picturesque	 expressions.	 In	 developing	 countries,	 the	 UN	 with	 USAID	 have	

promoted	contraception,	 sterilization,	abortion,	and	a	 sexual	education	which	

promotes	 sexual	 liberation	and	gender	 ideology,	without	 any	 regard	 for	 local	

cultural	 values.	 Likewise,	 in	 a	 way	 evocative	 of	 past	 colonialism,	 president	

Obama’s	 2011	 Memorandum	 promoting	 LGBT	 rights	 as	 a	 cornerstone	 of	 its	

foreign	policy	ignored	differing	views	in	other	countries.351	Enacting	this	policy,	

USAID	promotes	allies	and	local	organizations	in	foreign	countries,	demanding	

																																																								
350	Richard	Wilkinson,	“Why	is	Equality	Better	for	Everyone?”	See	also	Richard	Wilkinson,	“Beware	False	Rebuttals,”	
and	a	supporting	independent	study	by	Karen	Rowlingson,	“Does	Income	Inequality	Cause	Health	and	Social	
Problems?”	

351	Barack	Obama,	Presidential	Memorandum,	“International	Initiatives	to	Advance	the	Human	Rights	of	Lesbian,	Gay,	
Bisexual,	and	Transgender	Persons.”	
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legal	recognition	of	sexual	orientation	and	gender	identity,	and	criticizing	bans	

on	homosexual	propaganda	to	minors,	classifying	faith–inspired	groups	as	foes,	

along	 with	 Neo-Nazis	 and	 paramilitary	 groups.352	Respect	 for	 cultures	 is	

subordinated	to	MDGs/SDGs	and	political	agendas.	

Although	the	Rio	Declaration	put	the	human	person	at	the	center	of	 its	

concerns,	 it	 focused	more	on	 economic	 and	ecological	 issues.	The	main	point	

regarding	humans	was	working	on	poverty	and	inequality.	It	briefly	mentioned	

sustainable	livelihoods.	The	Millennium	Development	Goals	(MDGs)	took	eight	

years	 more,	 and	 it	 took	 two	more	 years	 to	 include	 Social	 Development	 as	 a	

third	pillar	in	SD.	The	MDGs	of	2000,	and	the	SDGs	of	2015,	address	important	

and	basic	needs.	Recognizing	that,	three	related	dangers	must	be	avoided.		

One	danger	is	to	be	limited	to	the	MDGs/SDGs	and	overlook	many	other	

needs	 of	 the	 world’s	 poor.	 For	 example,	 Guruswamy	 had	 repeatedly	 warned	

that	without	access	to	efficient	energy,	most	of	the	MDGs	are	unachievable.353		

“Both	Brugger	and	Guruswamy	make	the	case	for	a	right	to	energy	and	the	duty	

to	honor	that	right”354	which	“can	only	be	addressed	as	part	of	the	overall	right	

to	 economic	and	 social	development	established	by	 the	 foundational	norm	of	

SD.”355		 That	 has	 been	 remedied	 with	 SDGs’	 7th	 goal,	 but	 the	 tendency	 to	

overlook	other	needs	remains.		

																																																								
352	USAID,	“LGBT	Vision	for	Action,”	5,	9.	

353	Guruswamy,	International	Energy	and	Poverty,	2,	“The	lack	of	energy	access	faced	by	the	Energy	Poor	greatly	inhibits	
their	ability	to	live	safe	and	productive	lives,	and	more	broadly,	it	inhibits	the	ability	of	civilizations	to	develop	and	
eradicate	poverty.”		

354	Ibid.,	316.	

355	Ibid.,	61.	
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The	 second	 danger	 is	 a	 paternalistic	 and	 optimistic	 social	 engineering	

mindset,	which	believes	 that	 societies	 can	be	designed	and	planned,	 avoiding	

significant	 unintended	 consequences.	 Social	 Development	 should	 respect	

people’s	freedom	and	capacity	to	make	choices	regarding	their	development.		

The	 third	 danger	 is	 a	 focus	 on	 outcomes	 overlooking	 the	 dynamics	

necessary	 to	 produce	 them.356	This	 danger	 of	 prioritizing	 outcomes	 became	

evident	as	the	attention	of	the	UN	system	focused	on	the	MDGs,	neglecting	the	

Sustainable	Livelihoods	approach.	

Agenda	 21,	 a	 document	 noted	 above	 produced	 by	 the	 Rio	 1992	

Conference	 clearly	 recognizes	 that	 “poverty	 is	 a	 complex	 multidimensional	

problem…	No	uniform	solution	can	be	found	for	global	application.”357	It	places	

sustainable	livelihoods	 as	 the	 long	 term	 objective	 and	 “integrating	 factor	 that	

allows	 policies	 to	 address	 issues	 of	 development,	 sustainable	 resource	

management	 and	 poverty	 eradication	 simultaneously.” 358 	Interestingly,	

associated	with	sustainable	livelihoods,	it	emphasizes	the	human	dimension	by	

mentioning	“integrated	human	development…	local	control	of	resources,	 local	

institution-strengthening	and	capacity-building…	investment	in	human	capital,	

with	 special	 policies	 and	 programs	 directed	 at	 rural	 areas,	 the	 urban	 poor,	

women	 and	 children.”359	It	 also	 addresses	 “the	 areas	 of	 basic	 education,	

primary/maternal	health	care,	and	the	advancement	of	women.”360	

																																																								
356	Ibid.,	317-318.	

357	UN,	“Agenda	21,”	§3.1.	

358	Ibid.,	§3.4.	

359	Ibid.	

360	Ibid.,	§3.6.	
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	Noting	 that	 “Peoples'	 organizations,	 women's	 groups	 and	 non-

governmental	organizations	are	important	sources	of	innovation	and	action	at	

the	 local	 level	 and	 have	 a	 strong	 interest	 and	 proven	 ability	 to	 promote	

sustainable	 livelihoods,”361	it	 supports,	 among	 other	 initiatives,	 “Empowering	

women…	Respecting	 the	 cultural	 integrity…	grass-roots	mechanisms	 to	 allow	

for	 the	 sharing	 of	 experience	 and	 knowledge…	 Giving	 communities	 a	 large	

measure	of	participation	in	[managing]	local	natural	resources.”362	Additionally,	

it	 identifies	 a	 number	 of	measures	 to	 act	 upon,	 all	 of	 which	 strengthens	 the	

social	fabric	and	web	of	relations	that	supports	sustainable	livelihoods.			

Sustainable	 Livelihood	 as	 a	 concept	 appeared	 in	 the	 1987	 Brundtland	

Report.	 Livelihood	 appears	 there	 27	 times	with	 qualifiers	 such	 as	 ‘adequate’,	

‘stable’,	‘sustainable’,	seven	times	associated	with	the	latter.363	In	1992,	Agenda	

21	incorporated	the	term	from	the	Brundtland	Report	and	from	recent	work	as	

“the	sustainable	livelihoods	concept	by	Robert	Chambers	and	Gordon	Conway	

in	 1991.”364	By	 1996	 “important	 donor	 institutions	 such	 as	 Care,	 Oxfam,	 the	

United	Nations’	Development	Programme	(UNDP),	and	 the	UK	Department	of	

International	 Development	 (DFID)	 had	 adopted	 the	 Sustainable	 Livelihoods	

Approach	(SLA)	as	basis	for	their	development	programmes	and	practices.”365		

Certainly,	a	 “reason	 for	 the	success	of	SLA…	was	 that	 it	offered	a	 fresh	

vision	of	a	holistic	and/or	integrative	approach	with	the	capacity	to	analyse	and	

																																																								
361	Ibid.,	§3.7.	

362	Ibid.	

363	UN,	Our	Common	Future,	1987.	Chapter	2,	56;	Chapter	4,	46;	Chapter	5,	2,	40,	59,	80.	

364	Per	Knutsson,	“The	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,”	90.	Chamber	and	Conway	defined	it	as:	“a	livelihood	
comprises	the	capabilities,	assets	(stores,	resources,	claims	and	access)	and	activities	required	for	a	means	of	living:	a	
livelihood	is	sustainable	which	can	cope	with	and	recover	from	stress	and	shocks,	maintain	or	enhance	its	capabilities	
and	assets,	and	provide	sustainable	livelihood	opportunities	for	the	next	generation.”		

365	Ibid.	
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understand	 the	 complexity	 of	 rural	 development.”366	In	 1998	 it	 could	 be	 said	

that	the	“concept	of	‘sustainable	rural	livelihoods’	is	increasingly	central	to	the	

debate	 about	 rural	 development,	 poverty	 reduction	 and	 environmental	

management.”367	It	went	beyond	the	limited	approach	of	measuring	income	or	

consumption	to	assess	poverty	levels,	identifying	the	underlying	resources	and	

capacities	that	had	to	be	developed,	and	the	critical	mass	of	assets	needed,	so	as	

to	escape	poverty	on	a	sustainable	basis.	

It	 has	 been	 said	 that	 some	 “approaches	 to	 sustainable	 development,	

such	as	 the	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,	are	genuinely	 transdisciplinary	

as	 they	 are	 produced,	 disseminated	 and	 applied	 in	 the	 borderland	 between	

research,	policy,	and	practice,”368	which	makes	it	very	compatible	with	a	sound	

Human	Ecology.	The	“elaboration	of	policy-oriented	livelihood	frameworks,	the	

description	and	analysis	of	driving	forces,	pressures,	and	impacts	of	all	types	of	

activities	 related	 to	 the	 local	 livelihood	 situation,”369	are	 consistent	 with	 the	

complex	interaction	of	the	many	factors	which	Human	Ecology	considers	in	the	

flourishing	of	the	human	person.		

The	 sustainable	 livelihood	 approach	 also	 distinguishes	 in	 the	

vulnerability	 context,	 the	 factors	 related	 to	 the	 individual	 and	 his	

circumstances	 and	 those	 of	 the	 broader	 context	 as	 they	 need	 practical	

interventions	at	the	local	 level,	or	strategic	interventions	at	the	systemic	level	

respectively.	 Knutsson,	 on	 the	 premise	 that	 “we	 need	 integrative	 or	 holistic	

																																																								
366	Ibid.		

367	Ian	Scoones,	“Sustainable	Rural	Livelihoods,”	3.	

368	Per	Knutsson,	“The	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,”	90.	

369	Ibid.,	90.	
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approaches	in	order	to	further	our	understanding	of	sustainable	development	

processes	 and	 establish	 effective	 policies	 and	 practices,”	 has	 highlighted	 the	

challenges	 in	 terms	 of	 assessing	 knowledge	 integration	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	

production,	 dissemination	 and	 application.370	Assessing	 resources	 (different	

capitals),	mix	of	strategies,	institutions	and	processes,	and	a	variety	of	relevant	

outcomes	is	certainly	more	complex	than	measuring	income	and	consumption.	

The	 “analysis	 of	 sustainable	 livelihoods…	 provides	 a	 holistic	 and	 integrated	

view	of	the	processes	by	which	people	achieve	(or	fail	to	achieve)	sustainable	

livelihoods.”371			

Although	 emphasized	 in	 the	Brundtland	Report	 and	 in	 Agenda	21,	 the	

importance	 of	 Sustainable	 Livelihoods	 was	 greatly	 diminished	 at	 the	

Johannesburg	 Summit	 and	 almost	 totally	 absent	 from	 the	 Sustainable	

Development	 Challenges	 report	 of	 2013.372	Sustainable	 Livelihoods	 does	 not	

appear	in	the	Johannesburg	Declaration,373	and	is	mentioned	only	four	times	in	

the	Implementation	Plan,374	always	in	the	reduced	context	of	employment	and	

income	generation,	thus	losing	its	holistic	approach.	The	UN	may	have	focused	

more	 on	 the	MDGs	 as	 being	more	 easily	measurable	 and	 simpler	 to	 explain,	

with	 greater	 appeal	 for	 mass	 media	 as	 well	 as	 contributing	 parties.	

Unfortunately,	 this	 is	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 a	 more	 complex	 but	 more	 solid	

approach	which	could	provide	truly	sustainable	outcomes.375			

																																																								
370	Ibid.,	91-92.	

371	Ian	Scoones,	“Sustainable	Rural	Livelihoods,”	13.	

372	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013.”	

373	UN,	“Johannesburg	Declaration.”		

374	UN,	“Johannesburg	Implementation	Plan.”	

375	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development.	492.	On	holistic	and	multidisciplinary	approaches,	see	also	
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		a)	What	is	social	development?	

Chapter	 1	 identified	 two	 sources	 for	 defining	 social	 development:	 the	

documents	issued	by	the	summits	on	environment	and	SD,	and	the	Copenhagen	

Declaration	on	Social	Development.376	Social	Development	can	be	construed	as	

embracing	 the	 general	 themes	 of	 poverty,	 inequality,	women’s	 rights,	 gender	

equality	 and	 human	 development 377 	as	 well	 as	 the	 specifics	 of	 “basic	

requirements	as	clean	water,	sanitation,	adequate	shelter,	energy,	health	care,	

food	security	and	the	protection	of	biodiversity,”378	although	this	is	limited	and	

still	needs	to	be	complemented	with	the	social	and	spiritual	dimensions.	

The	 most	 common	 approach	 is	 the	 one	 found	 in	 paragraph	 6.23	 of	

Agenda	21.	It	addresses	the	needs	of	vulnerable	groups,	but	it	is	reasonable	to	

extend	it	to	humans	in	general	as	it	seeks	that	people	“be	allowed	to	develop	to	

their	 full	 potential	 (including	 healthy	 physical,	 mental	 and	 spiritual	

development);	…	develop,	establish	and	maintain	healthy	lives;	…	perform	their	

key	 role	 in	 society;	 and	 [be	 supported]	 through	 educational,	 economic	 and	

technical	opportunities.”379	

The	 Copenhagen	 document	 is	 more	 comprehensive	 as	 it	 proposes	 “a	

political,	 economic,	 ethical	 and	 spiritual	 vision	 for	 social	 development	 that	 is	

based	 on	 human	 dignity,	 human	 rights,	 equality,	 respect,	 peace,	 democracy,	

mutual	responsibility	and	cooperation,	and	full	respect	for	the	various	religious	

																																																								
376	UN,	Copenhagen	Declaration	on	Social	Development.	

377	UN,	Johannesburg	Declaration;	Johannesburg	Implementation	Plan,	chapter	2;	Rio+20,	The	Future	We	Want,	§§2,	4.	

378	UN,	Johannesburg	Declaration,	§18;	Johannesburg	Implementation	Plan,	chapter	6.	

379	UN,	Agenda	21,	§6.23.	
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and	 ethical	 values	 and	 cultural	 backgrounds	 of	 people”380	addressing	 “social	

problems,	especially	poverty,	unemployment	and	social	exclusion…	both	their	

underlying	 and	 structural	 causes	 and	 their	 distressing	 consequences,”381	

responding	 “to	 the	material	 and	 spiritual	 needs	 of	 individuals,	 their	 families	

and	the	communities…	as	a	matter	of	urgency	but	also	as	a	matter	of	sustained	

and	unshakeable	commitment.”382	It	recognizes	“that	people	are	at	the	centre	of	

our	 concerns	 for	 sustainable	 development	 and	 that	 they	 are	 entitled	 to	 a	

healthy	 and	 productive	 life	 in	 harmony	 with	 the	 environment”383	and	 the	

commitment	 to	allow	 that	 they	 “may	exercise	 the	rights,	utilize	 the	resources	

and	share	 the	 responsibilities	 that	enable	 them	 to	 lead	satisfying	 lives	and	 to	

contribute	 to	 the	 well-being	 of	 their	 families,	 their	 communities	 and	

humankind.”384	It	acknowledges	“the	family	as	the	basic	unit	of	society…	that	it	

plays	 a	 key	 role	 in	 social	 development	 and	 as	 such	 should	be	 strengthened…	

entitled	to	receive	comprehensive	protection	and	support.”385		

It	 seeks	 to	 build	 rule	 of	 law,	 accountable	 democracy,	 human	 dignity,	

social	 justice	 and	 solidarity;	 inclusion	 of	 all	 in	 political,	 economic,	 social	 and	

cultural	 life;	 equitable	 distribution	 of	 income,	 equal	 opportunity	 and	 equality	

among	 genders	 and	 for	 those	 more	 vulnerable	 or	 with	 disabilities,386	“an	
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economic,	 political,	 social,	 cultural	 and	 legal	 environment	 that	 will	 enable	

people	to	achieve	social	development.”387	

This	 includes	 freedom	 and	 inclusion	 that	 should	 be	 accessible	 to	 all.	

Every	person,	due	to	his	dignity	should	have	the	opportunity	to	earn	a	decent	

living,	participate	in	society,	and	learn	new	knowledge	and	skills.	Social	issues	

are	closely	related	with	the	environment	and	the	economy.	Of	course,	poor	and	

vulnerable	people	are	often	more	challenged	in	their	access	to	these	freedoms,	

goods	 and	 services,	 and	 to	 energy,	 clean	 water	 and	 air,	 health	 care	 and	

education.	Social	Development,	understood	as	caring	 for	 the	well	being	of	 the	

individual	 persons	 and	 the	 social	 space	which	 fosters	 that,	 also	 includes	 the	

cultural,	 social,	and	civic	space	which	allows	 for	 the	exercise	of	 freedoms,	 the	

relevant	 participation	 in	 self-government	 and	 the	 decisions	 affecting	 life	 and	

community,	and	the	reasonable	and	healthy	pursuit	of	 interests	and	activities	

which	fulfill	their	social,	cultural	and	spiritual	needs.	The	Copenhagen	summit	

considers	not	only	the	goals	but	also	the	underlying	and	structural	causes	and	

the	 enabling	 economic,	 political,	 social,	 cultural	 and	 legal	 environment.	 This	

reflects	 a	 more	 comprehensive	 and	 integrated	 approach	 than	 focusing	 on	

specific	and	separated	outcomes	or	goals.	

b)	Demographic	Issues	

Population	 is	an	 important	 factor	 in	social	development.	As	 I	 intend	to	

explain	 in	 this	 section,	 not	 because	 population	 is	 growing	 too	 much,	 but	

because	the	United	Nations	entities	and	other	interested	parties	are	making	the	
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case	 for	 it,	 and	 as	 a	 consequence,	 are	 pushing	 harmful	 policies	 all	 over	 the	

world,	inflicting	serious	damage	to	the	life	and	dignity	of	many	people.		

The	2013	UN	Survey	on	SD	identified	major	demographic	changes,388	as	

a	 megatrend	 which	 impacts	 Social	 Development.	 These	 changes	 reflect	

variations	 in	population	based	mainly	on	migration,	 death	 and	birth	 rates.	 In	

general,	 as	 access	 to	 health	 gets	 better,	 death	 and	 birth	 rates	 have	 declined.	

People	live	longer,	so	fewer	people	die	each	year.389	As	parents	start	to	believe	

that	more	of	their	children	will	 live,	and	live	longer,	they	have	fewer	children.	

Population	 growth	 rates	 are	 declining	 in	 many	 countries,	 even	 below	

replacement	level.390	“The	global	population	reached	7	billion	in	2011	and	will	

continue	to	grow,	albeit	at	a	decelerating	rate,	to	reach	a	projected	9	billion	in	

2050.”391		

A	 phenomenon	 called	 Population	 Momentum,	 occurs	 when	 a	 larger	

proportion	of	the	population’s	age	is	best	for	childbearing	and	productivity	 in	

terms	 of	 work.	 As	 some	 of	 the	 population	 is	 too	 young	 or	 too	 old	 to	 work,	

society	is	highly	dependent	on	the	portion	of	people	that	can	work.	Patterns	in	

developed	countries	 suggest	 a	demographic	 transition	 from	an	 initial	 state	of	

high	 fertility	 and	 high	mortality	 to	 a	 state	 of	 low	 fertility	 and	 low	mortality,	

with	a	stage	of	Population	Momentum	that	“presents	opportunities	for	reaping	

a	 demographic	 dividend…	 However,	 this	 dividend	 will	 pay	 out	 only	 if	 those	

																																																								
388	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	3.	

389	Ibid.,	12,	“Owing	to	improvements	in	nutrition	and	public	health	and	social	development	more	broadly,	mortality	is	
declining	throughout	the	world.”		

390	Ibid.,	11,	“Fertility	is	below	replacement	level	in	countries	that	account	for	almost	half	of	the	global	population,	
namely,	most	developed	countries,	but	also	China.”		
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economies	 can	 create	 employment	 opportunities”392	At	 the	 same	 time,	 falling	

fertility	rates	may	lead	to	a	smaller	working	population	segment,	which	will	be	

stressed	to	cope	with	the	burden	assigned	to	them.393	

	

Table	4	-	Source:	UN,	Dept	of	Economic	and	Social	Affairs,	Population	Division	

(2011)		394	

Another	 issue	 closely	 linked	 with	 economics,	 as	 well	 as	 politics	 and	

violence,	is	migration	which	is	projected	to	continue	due	to	violence	and	lack	of	

opportunities.	Population	growth	“is	still	high	 in	some	developing	countries…	

[with]	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 proportion	 of	 youth…	 [which]	 combined	 with	

persistent	inequalities,	in	turn	creates	migratory	pressures.”395	

																																																								
392	Ibid.,	13.	

393	Ibid.,	13.	“Population	ageing	is	most	advanced	in	developed	countries,	leading	to	sharp	increases	in	dependency	
ratios	and	putting	a	strain	on	those	countries’	health	and	pension	systems.”		

394	Ibid.,	13.	
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Apparently,	 the	 authors	 of	 this	 UN	 report	would	 prefer	 no	 population	

growth,	 although	 overpopulation	 is	 no	 longer	 seen	 as	 an	 issue	 by	 both	 the	

scientific	 and	 the	 international	 political	 community396	and	 population	 control	

has	 been	 discredited	 because	 of	 the	 many	 human	 rights	 abuses	 that	 it	 has	

caused.	The	New	York	Times	 recently	 recognized	 in	a	video	 report,	 including	

Paul	 Ehrlich	 and	 other	 scientists	 and	 activists,	 that	 the	 overpopulation	 scare	

was	way	overblown.	Ehrlich	 forecasted	 that	 in	 the	70s,	 famines	would	 starve	

hundreds	 of	 millions	 of	 people,	 advocating	 coercive	 methods	 of	 population	

control.	In	India,	more	than	8	million	women	were	sterilized,	many	forcibly.	In	

the	 46	 years	 since	 Ehrlich’s	 prediction,	 undernourishment	 in	 developing	

countries	 did	 not	 increase	 but	 receded	 from	 33%	 to	 14%,	 while	 world	

population	duplicated.	Still,	Ehrlich	is	unwilling	to	recant.397		

The	video	closes	with	concerns	for	lack	of	population	in	Europe,	Japan,	

China,	America	and	Germany.398	The	accompanying	article	highlights	concerns	

of	damage	to	the	environment	by	the	overconsumption	of	the	richest	segment	

of	 the	 population.399	The	 New	 York	 Times,	 however,	 “conveniently	 fails	 to	

mention	 that	 it	 helped	 to	 fan	 the	 flames	 of	 the	 overpopulation	 panic.	 It	

advocated	setting	up	population	control	programs,	and	editorialized	on	behalf	

of	 the	 billions	 of	 dollars	 in	 funding	 that	 continues	 to	 fuel	 the	 anti-people	

movement	down	to	the	present	day.”400		

																																																								
396	Haberman,	“The	Unrealized	Horrors	of	Population	Explosion,”	“To	some	extent,	worrying	about	an	overcrowded	
planet	has	fallen	off	the	international	agenda.”		

397	Ibid.		

398	Ibid.	

399	Ibid.,	Fred	Pearce,	expert	in	global	population,	also	says:	“The	world’s	richest	half	billion	people	—	that’s	about	7	
percent	of	the	global	population	—	are	responsible	for	half	of	the	world’s	carbon	dioxide	emissions.	Meanwhile,	the	
poorest	50	percent	of	the	population	are	responsible	for	just	7	percent	of	emissions.”		

400	Steven	Mosher	and	Anne	Morse.	“The	New	York	Times	Throws	in	the	Towel	on	‘Overpopulation’”.		
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It	also	did	not	mention	that	as	the	horrors	predicted	by	Ehrlich	did	not	

come	to	pass,	the	overpopulation	panic	caused	worse	horrors	as	in	“the	human	

costs	 when	 governments	 made	 population	 control	 a	 priority…	 the	 savage	

forced	 abortions	 and	 forced	 sterilizations	 that	 followed…	 the	 killing	 of	 baby	

girls	through	female	infanticide	and	sex-selective	abortion…	the	wasted	money,	

the	age	and	gender	imbalances	that	continue	to	unfold	and	will	take	effect	for	

years	 to	 come.”401	Brutal	 policies	 and	 abuses	 well	 documented	 in	 China,	

Myanmar,	 Uzbekistan	 and	 Peru	 are	 only	 a	 few	 examples	 of	 the	 “past	 half	

century	[that]	has	seen	tens	of	millions	of	men	and	women	sterilized	without	

their	 consent	and	 tens	of	millions	of	women	 forcibly	aborted.”402	In	a	hopeful	

development	 of	 this	 new	 view	 on	 population	 issues,	 Vietnam	 is	 poised	 to	

reverse	its	population	control	coercive	policies.403		

Nevertheless,	the	mindset	of	reducing	population	growth	in	developing	

countries	has	been	prevalent	in	recent	UN	documents,	emphasizing	the	support	

for	 reproductive	 health	 programs.	Meanwhile,	 lip	 service	 is	 paid	 to	 changing	

lifestyles	and	unsustainable	consumption	patterns	in	developed	countries,	but	

no	real	action	is	taken.	This	double	standard	appears	clearly	in	Rio’s	documents.	

The	 Declaration’s	 Principle	 8,	 states:	 “States	 should	 reduce	 and	 eliminate	

unsustainable	 patterns	 of	 production	 and	 consumption	 and	 promote	

appropriate	 demographic	 policies.”404	This	 does	 not	 translate	 equally	 into	

action.	The	table	compares	professed	goals	of	Agenda	21	with	their	urgency	and	

																																																								
401	Ibid.	

402	Ibid.		

403	Paul	Wilson,	“Vietnam	Poised	to	End	Two-Child	Policy;”	Thanh	Nien	News,	“Vietnam	rethinks	two-child	policy	amid	
declining	birth	rate.”	

404	UN,	“Rio	Declaration,”	§8.	
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proposed	budgets	for	the	goals	of	changing	consumption	patterns	(Chapter	4)	

versus	demographic	dynamics	(Chapter	5).405	

	 																				AGENDA	21			 	

Issue	 Description	of	urgency/priority	 Yearly	Budget		
Chapter	4	

CHANGING	
CONSUMPTION	
PATTERNS	

	

4.3	 The	 major	 cause	 of	 the	 continued	
deterioration	 of	 the	 global	 environment	
is	 the	 unsustainable	 pattern	 of	
consumption	and	production	

4.5	 Excessive	 demands	 and	
unsustainable	lifestyles	among	the	richer	
segments,…	place	immense	stress	on	the	
environment.	

4.13	 Unsustainable	 production	 and	
consumption	 patterns	 and	 lifestyles	 and	
their	 relation	 to	 sustainable	
development	 should	 be	 given	 high	
priority.	

4.14.	 The	 Conference	
secretariat	 has	 estimated	 that	
implementation	 of	 this	
programme	 is	 not	 likely	 to	
require	 significant	 new	
financial	resources.	

Chapter	5	

DEMOGRAPHIC	
DYNAMICS	 AND	
SUSTAINABILITY	

	

5.3.	The	growth	of	world	population	and	
production	combined	with	unsustainable	
consumption	 patterns	 places	
increasingly	 severe	 stress	 on	 the	 life-
supporting	capacities	of	our	planet.	

5.4	 World's	 population	 is	 expected	 to	
exceed	8	billion	by	the	year	2020.	

5.16	Demographic	 trends	 and	 factors	 as	
elements	 …	 have	 a	 critical	 influence	 on	
consumption	 patterns,	 production,	
lifestyles	and	long-term	sustainability	

[5.2-5.15]	 Developing	 and	
disseminating	knowledge	

5.7…	 average	 total	 annual	
cost…	 of	 programme	 to	 be	
about	$90	million	

[5.16-5.41]Formulating	
integrated	national	policies	

5.36…	 average	 total	 annual	
cost…	 of	 	 programme	 to	 be	
about	$90	million	

[5.42-5.66]	 Population	 &	
Reproductive	 health	
programmes	

5.57…	the	average	total	annual	
cost…	of	this	programme	to	be	
about	$7	billion	

	

The	 need	 to	 change	 consumption	 patterns	 is	 stronger	 and	 of	 higher	

priority,	but	merits	no	budget	to	pursue	it,	while	population	and	reproductive	

health	programmes	merit	a	budget	of	$7.2	billion	a	year.	This	apparent	bias,	of	

course,	would	need	a	detailed	analysis	to	verify.	Agenda	21	provides	this	very	

telling	measure	of	budgets,	which	are	not	available	in	the	Johannesburg	or	Rio	
																																																								
405	All	info	in	the	table	excerpted	from	UN,	Agenda	21.	
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+	 20	 documents.	 The	 ideological	 focus	 on	 issues	 like	 overpopulation	 is	

distracting	from	the	real	issue	of	overconsumption	and	draining	attention	from	

real	Social	Development.	

c)	The	Poverty	and	Inequality	Challenge	

In	 the	 previous	 section	 of	 Economic	Development	we	 have	mentioned	

poverty	 and	 its	 reduction	 as	 the	 alleged	 goal	 of	macroeconomic	 policies.	We	

have	 also	 analyzed	macroeconomic	 aspects	 resulting	 in	 a	 growing	 inequality	

which	at	the	personal	level	increases	the	harmful	effects	of	poverty.	

Poverty	 is	 the	 consequence	 of	 complex	 causes,	 a	 “wicked”	 problem	

which	cannot	be	solved.	Wicked	problems406	are	easily	 identified	when	policy	

makers	declare	 “war”	 on	 them,	 a	disguised	 admission	 that	many	 efforts	have	

proven	ineffective.407	Of	course	it	should	not	surprise	us	since	God	Himself	told	

us	we’d	always	have	the	poor	with	us.408	Although	we	probably	cannot	expect	

to	 eradicate	 poverty,	 we	 can	 alleviate	 its	 impact	 in	 some	 degree.	 As	 noted	

earlier,	 financial	 growth	 alone	 is	 not	 the	 cure.409	However,	 there	 are	 other	

opinions.		

In	 2013,	 the	 World	 Bank	 Development	 Research	 Group	 published	 a	

document	where	it	shows	“growth	in	average	incomes	in	Latin	America	in	the	

2000s	 was	 1.2	 percent	 per	 year	 on	 average,	 while	 the	 income	 share	 of	 the	

poorest	40	percent	grew	at	1.1	percent	per	year	on	average…	income	growth	of	

the	bottom	40	percent	in	Asia	was	at	an	even	higher	rate	of	3.7	percent	per	year	

																																																								
406	Gwyn	Prins	et	al.,	“The	Hartwell	Paper,”	7.	Defining	“wicked”	or	intractable	problems.	

407	Ibid.,	15-16.	

408	The	Holy	Bible.	Matthew	26,11,	“For	you	always	have	the	poor	with	you.”		

409	See	section	1,	c,	of	this	chapter.	
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during	 the	 2000s,	 because	 the	 overall	 average	 growth	 rate	 in	 Asia	 was	 so	

high.”410		

According	 to	 them,	 “findings	 show	 that	 the	 poor	 on	 average	 benefit	

equiproportionally	 from	 overall	 growth,	 and	 these	 findings	 hold	 across	most	

regional	 and	 temporal	 disaggregations	 of	 the	 data,	 and	 across	 a	 variety	 of	

further	 robustness	 checks.”411	This	 implies	 that	 “policies	 and	 institutions	 that	

stimulate	 higher	 growth	benefit	 the	 poor	 equiproportionately	 on	 average.”412	

They	conclude	that:	“Incomes	of	the	bottom	20	percent	and	bottom	40	percent	

of	 the	 income	 distribution	 generally	 rise	 equiproportionally	 with	 mean	

incomes	as	economic	growth	proceeds…	[so]we	can	expect	economic	growth	to	

lift	people	out	of	poverty	and	lead	to	shared	prosperity	on	average.”413		

This	 argument	 seems	maybe	 too	 convenient	 for	 the	wealthy,	 allowing	

them	 to	 pursue	 greater	 income	 growth,	 with	 an	 easy	 conscience	 and	 no	

additional	 philanthropic	 effort,	 because	 the	 poor	 also	 benefit	 from	 growth,	

albeit	equiproportionally.414	Their	income	grows	hundreds	of	times	that	of	the	

poor,	but	 the	World	Bank	has	alleviated	 their	social	conscience	as	 they	 foster	

growth	because	“it	helps	the	poor”.	The	paper	by	Dagdeviren,	van	der	Hoeven	

and	Weeks	quotes	Dollar	and	Kray	stating	 that	distribution-neutral	growth	 is	

good	for	the	poor,	considering	it	“a	rather	strange	statement,	 for	 it	challenges	

the	 imagination	 to	 produce	 any	 growth	 pattern	 that	 would	 provoke	 the	

																																																								
410	David	Dollar,	“Growth	Still	Is	Good	for	the	Poor,”	10-11.	

411	Ibid.,	12.	

412	Ibid.,	12.	

413	Ibid.,	17.	“We	establish	this	result	in	a	data-set	spanning	118	countries	and	four	decades…	The	result	holds	across	
decades,	including	in	the	2000s	--	hence	the	conclusion	that	“growth	still	is	good	for	the	poor.””	

414	If	equiproportionally	means	that	for	an	average	increase	of	$100,	the	poor	will	benefit	in	$	0.60,	this	proposition	is	
inadequate.	
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converse	phrase,	 ‘growth	 is	bad	 for	 the	poor.’”415	It	 seems	rather	 self-serving,	

or	at	least,	completely	oblivious	to	the	situation	of	the	poor.	Rather,	the	policy	

issue	 should	 be	 “not	 whether	 growth	 is	 or	 it	 is	 not	 good	 for	 the	 poor	 (it	 is	

except	in	extraordinary	circumstances),	but	what	policy	measures	can	make	it	

better	for	the	poor.”416		

Increased	 incomes	 for	 the	poor	 are	 certainly	better	 than	none,	 but	we	

have	 to	 ask	 if	 equiproportional	 rate	 is	 really	 adequate	 or	 enough.	 If	 any	

increase	due	to	growth	is	distributed	in	the	same	proportion,	it	seems	it	would	

add	a	very	small	amount	to	the	income	of	the	poor,	while	increasing	the	gap	of	

inequality	 with	 its	 questionable	 consequences.	 If	 equiproportionally	 means	

that	 for	 an	 average	 increase	 of	 $100,	 the	 poor	 will	 benefit	 in	 $0.60,	 this	

proposition	 is	 inadequate.	 As	 “growth	 alone	 is	 a	 rather	 blunt	 instrument	 for	

poverty	 reduction,	 since	 the	 consensus	 of	 empirical	 work	 suggests	 that	 it	 is	

distribution	neutral,”417	we	might	say	that	an	equiproportional	rise	in	income	is	

not	good	enough.418		

There	 have	 been	many	 “shifts,	 reversals	 and	 re-affirmations	 that	 have	

plagued	the	analysis	of	the	interaction	of	growth,	poverty	and	inequality.”419	In	

the	50s,	there	was	the	notion	of	a	trade-off	between	growth	and	redistribution.	

The	70s	favored	redistribution	strategies	that	would	reduce	poverty	while	not	

hampering	 growth.	 The	 80s	 hinged	 on	 the	 rise	 of	 neo-liberalism	 and	 the	

																																																								
415	Hulya	Dagdeviren,	“Redistribution	Matters:	Growth	for	Poverty	Reduction,”	15-16.	

416	Ibid.,	16	

417	Ibid.,	27.	

418	Ibid.,	2,	footnote	1,	Promoting	redistribution	or	poverty	reduction	are	positions	in	this	discussion.		

419	Ibid.,	3.	
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Washington	 Consensus	 where	 growth	 would	 help	 reduce	 poverty	 through	

‘trickle	down’	mechanisms.		

In	the	90s,	doubt	was	cast	on	the	notion	that	growth	would	take	care	of	

poverty	and	discussion	assessed	cases	of	countries	that	combined	growth	and	

poverty	 reduction,	 as	well	 as	 showing	 that	 poverty	 constrained	 growth.	420	It	

was	also	shown	that	recessions	impact	the	poor	more	negatively	while	growth	

is	 distribution	 neutral	 and	 that	 a	 lower	 initial	 inequality	 helps	 growth	 in	

reducing	poverty.421	In	this	regard,	it	is	“the	growing	consensus	that	countries	

with	 an	 ‘initial	 condition’	 of	 relatively	 egalitarian	 distribution	 of	 assets	 and	

income	tend	to	grow	faster	than	countries	with	high	initial	inequality.	This	is	an	

extremely	 important	 conclusion,	 because	 it	 means	 that	 reducing	 inequality	

strikes	a	double	blow	against	poverty.”422		

The	 simple	 “choice	 is	 between	 poverty	 reduction	 through	 faster	

economic	 growth	 and	 reduction	 through	 redistribution.”423	It	 seems	better	 to	

combine	them	given	that	“it	is	always	the	case,	no	matter	what	a	country’s	per	

capita	income	or	degree	of	inequality,	that	redistribution	with	growth	is	more	

efficient	 than	 distribution	 neutral	 growth	 in	 reducing	 the	 intensity	 of	

poverty.”424	In	designing	“a	poverty	reduction	strategy,	the	central	issue	is	the	

																																																								
420	Ibid.,	4,	footnote	8.	“Accumulating	empirical	evidence	suggested	no	consistent	relationship	among	growth,	inequality	
and	poverty	across	countries	and	over	time.”		

421	Ibid.,	2-3.	“an	‘initial	condition’	of	greater	asset	and	income	equity	enhances	growth	rates.”	

422	Ibid.,	12.	

423	Ibid.,	2.	

424	Ibid.,	19.		
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relative	 effectiveness	 of	 growth	 and	 redistribution,	 and	 whether	 the	 one	

enhances	each	other.”425		

Distribution	 policies	 are	 best	 when	 compatible	 with	 growth.	

“Investment	 in	 infrastructure,	 credit	 targeted	 to	 the	 poor,	 land	 redistribution	

and	education	can	all	be	important	mechanisms	to	make	growth	‘pro-poor’.”426	

Redistribution	 policies	 have	 to	 be	 tailored	 to	 the	 economy	 and	 level	 of	

development	 of	 each	 country.	 An	 agenda	 that	 could	 foster	 both	 growth	 and	

equity	should	consider	that	“equality	provides	a	favorable	‘initial	condition’	for	

rapid	and	sustainable	growth…	[and	that]	redistribution	of	current	income	and	

assets,	 or	 redistribution	 of	 an	 economy’s	 growth	 increment”427	is	 feasible	 in	

most	cases.		

However,	 redistribution	 is	 not	 as	 neutral	 as	 growth,	 and	 the	 ethical	

aspect	 of	 it	 will	 not	 appeal	 to	 the	 wealthier	 segments	 of	 population.	 The	

challenge	 for	“a	redistributive	strategy	 in	any	country	 is	 the	construction	of	a	

broad	political	coalition	for	poverty	reduction.	The	task	of	this	coalition	would	

be	the	formidable	one	of	pressuring	governments	for	redistribution	policies,	on	

the	 one	 hand,	 while	 neutralising	 opposition	 to	 those	 policies	 from	 groups	

whose	 self-interest	 rests	 with	 the	 status	 quo.”428	Any	 solution	 will	 unearth	

ethical	questions,	but	the	issues	extend	beyond	the	duty	of	the	affluent	to	help	

the	poor.		Poverty	should	be	seen	as	an	

emergent	 property	 of	 dysfunctional	 systems	 and	 institutions	 in	 the	
developed	 and	 developing	 world	 alike…	 a	 deeper	 root	 cause	 of	 that	

																																																								
425	Ibid.,	12.	

426	Ibid.,	6.	

427	Ibid.,	27-28.	

428	Ibid.,	22.	
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dysfunction	is	an	internal	poverty	existing	in	individuals	and	institutions.	
It	expresses	 itself	 in	the	form	of	destructive	forms	of	behavior,	such	as	
greed,	 fear,	 selfishness,	 competitiveness,	 and	 apathy	 among	 others.	
When	 these	 forms	 of	 behavior	 become	 habits,	 a	 dominant	 logic	 is	
created	that	perpetuates	external	poverty	in	society.429	

Mere	 technical,	 or	 partial	 solutions	 that	 focus	 only	 in	 economics	 will	 not	 be	

enough	 to	 break	 this	 cycle.	 Solutions	 such	 as	 the	 sustainable	 livelihoods	

approach,	 take	 a	 more	 holistic	 view	 of	 the	 complex	 social	 interactions,	

including	 the	 support	 of	 families	 which	 is	 crucial	 to	 economic	 success430	as	

we’ve	seen	in	the	previous	chapter	and	we’ll	elaborate	more	in	chapter	5.	

d)	The	Paradox	of	Happiness	

Social	Development	 aims	at	 the	well	 being	of	 the	person	and	 to	 foster	

their	 flourishing,	 so	 it	 should	not	be	 limited	 to	basic	material	needs.	There	 is	

evidence	 that	 other	 aspects	 are	 even	more	 relevant	 in	 the	 general	wellbeing,	

satisfaction,	 or	 happiness	 of	 people.	 Just	 considering	 the	 economic,	 Hopkins	

notes	that	“[t]here	is	an	increasing	acceptance	that	the	welfare	of	individuals	is	

not	solely	determined	by	their	material	circumstances	but	also	depends	heavily	

on	 their	 relative	 position	 in	 society.”431	The	 empirical	 relationship	 between	

inequality	 and	happiness	 has	 been	difficult	 to	 establish	 and	 “researchers	will	

have	 to	 be	 much	 more	 precise	 about	 the	 form	 of	 relative	 concerns	 they	

assume.”432		

																																																								
429	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	481-482.	

430	Mona	Charen,	What	the	Times	Misses	about	Poverty.	

431	Ed	Hopkins,	Inequality,	Happiness	and	Relative	Concerns:	What	Actually	is	their	Relationship?		

432	Ibid.,	19.	
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However,	 besides	 the	 lesser	 impact	 of	 income	 and	 the	 effects	 of	

inequality	 in	 happiness,	 other	 issues	 challenge	 it.	 	 Considering	 the	 case	 of	

Eritrea,	M.	Wrong	reports	how,	in	2013,	Eritrea’s	government	

patted	 itself	 on	 the	 back	 for	 achieving	 three	 health	 MDGs	 ahead	 of	
schedule:	 reducing	 infant	 mortality,	 improving	 maternal	 health,	 and	
combating	 HIV,	 malaria,	 and	 other	 diseases.	 It	 expects	 to	 check	 three	
more	 off	 the	 list	 by	 the	 end	 of	 this	 year….	 U.N.	 Development	
Programme’s	 representative	 in	 the	 country,	 Christine	 Umutoni,	 has	
hailed	 the	 government	 as	 a	model	 for	 Africa,	 and	 a	 BBC	 documentary	
crew…	confirmed	the	impression	of	a	well-run	health	service.433	

In	 the	mindset	of	 the	creators	of	MDGs,	people	should	 thrive	 there.	However,	

lacking	free	press,	opportunity	for	civic	participation,	religious	freedom	and	an	

accountable	government	among	other	things,	people	are	leaving	Eritrea,	in	the	

highest	 number	 of	 migrants	 to	 Europe,	 after	 Syria.434	Man	 does	 not	 live	 on	

bread	alone.	

Inequality,	as	seen	in	the	previous	section	of	Economic	Development,	is	

correlated	with	many	social	 ills,	but	might	also	undermine	happiness	by	both	

generating	 and	 frustrating	 false	 expectations.	 Studies	 show	millennials	 more	

frustrated	over	not	achieving	the	expectations	they	were	raised	on,	than	actual	

deprivation.	Inequality	emphasizes	what	you	could	have	but	do	not,	even	if	the	

possibility	 is	 not	 real	 but	 wishful	 thinking.435	The	 built-in	 expectation	 of	

achieving	 happiness	 through	 money	 generates	 envy,	 social	 tension,	 and	

frustration	in	both	directions.	Those	who	do	not	achieve	wealth	are	frustrated;	

as	are	those	who	achieve	wealth	but	do	not	experience	the	promised	happiness.		

																																																								
433	Michela	Wrong,	“When	Migrants	Flee	Progress,	not	War.”		

434	Ibid.	

435	Tim	Urban,	“Why	Gen	Y	Yuppies	are	Unhappy.”		
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This	experience	of	material	success	does	not	make	them	happier:	“It’s	a	

paradox;	 the	wealthier	we	 get,	 the	more	depressed	 young	people	 get.”436		On	

the	contrary,	personal	connections	seem	to	have	more	impact	than	money:		

married	people	are	happier,	healthier,	live	longer,	are	richer	per	capita,	
and	 have	 more	 sex	 than	 single	 people…	 “The	 difference	 between	 an	
annual	 income	of	$5,000	and	one	of	$50,000	 is	dramatic,”	Gilbert	says.	
“But	 going	 from	 $50,000	 to	 $50	 million	 will	 not	 dramatically	 affect	
happiness”…		Paraplegics	are	generally	quite	happy	people.437	

The	 Grant	 Study,	 started	 in	 1938	 at	 Harvard	 University	 to	 track	 268	

students	 through	 their	 entire	 lives, 438 	confirms	 the	 value	 of	 personal	

connections.	“As	George	Vaillant,	the	study	director,	sums	it	up	in	‘Triumphs	of	

Experience,’	his	most	recent	summary	of	the	research,	 ‘It	was	the	capacity	for	

intimate	 relationships	 that	 predicted	 flourishing	 in	 all	 aspects	 of	 these	men’s	

lives.’”439		

Other	studies	show	that	when	people	experience	more	wealth,	or	even	

seeing	 themselves	 more	 successful	 than	 their	 peers,	 they	 tend	 to	 be	 less	

compassionate	 and	 more	 self-centered.440	So,	 wealth,	 or	 the	 experience	 of	

wealth	 as	 being	on	 the	 affluent	 side	of	 inequality,	 seems	 to	 foster	 selfishness	

and	 directly	 undermines	 the	 personal	 connections	 and	 the	 generosity	 which	

has	been	correlated	with	happiness.	This	also	contributes	to	eroding	goodwill	

and	social	capital.	In	the	earlier	section	on	Inequality,	I	have	cited	the	studies	of	

Pickett	and	Wilkinson	where	they	provide	harder	data	as	they	identify	eleven	

																																																								
436	Craig	Lambert,	“The	Science	of	Happiness.”		

437	Ibid.	

438	Robert	Waldinger,	What	makes	a	good	life	lessons	from	the	longest	study	on	happiness.	At		
https://www.ted.com/talks/robert_waldinger_what_makes_a_good_life_lessons_from_the_longest_study_on_happiness	

439	David	Brooks,	“The	Heart	Grows	Smarter.”			

440	Paul	K.	Piff	et	al.,	“Higher	social	class	predicts	increased	unethical	behavior.”		
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different	health	and	social	problems	or	issues,	for	each	of	which,	outcomes	are	

significantly	worse	in	more	unequal	rich	countries.441		

In	a	1991	study	involving	surveys	in	35	countries,	published	in	Athéisme	

et	 foi,	 no	 correlation	 with	 happiness	 was	 found	 with	 levels	 of	 income	 or	

education.442	In	 another	 study,	 in	 Japan	 in	 1954,	 in	 a	 scale	 from	 1	 to	 4,	 the	

average	 happiness	 was	 2.7.	 In	 1991	 with	 six	 times	 the	 income,	 the	 average	

happiness	remained	 in	2.7.	The	stronger	correlations	were	 found	with	people	

living	 in	small	cities,	having	 large	 families	and	networks	of	 friends,	and	 those	

who	were	“goodfinders”	–	capable	of	seeing	the	good	aspects	in	most	situations.		

Strong	correlations	with	happiness	were	also	found	with	believers	43%	

vs	non-believers	23%;	married	42%	vs	single	23%	or	divorced	17%.		In	France,	

35%	say	 they	are	happy.	 In	Mexico	with	 average	 income	1/3	of	 France,	 63%	

say	 they	 are	 happy.	 The	 classic	 study	 of	 Brickman	 in	 1978,	 interviewed	 22	

lottery	winners	showing	that	their	happiness	level	decreased.	Generous	people	

are	43%	more	happy	 than	 those	who	 are	not;	 and	people	who	volunteer	 are	

42%	happier	 than	 those	who	don’t.	Generous	people	are	 less	prone	(32%)	 to	

depression	than	those	who	are	not	(68%).443	

Just	 as	 inequality	 in	 terms	 of	 income	 might	 produce	 frustration,	

inequality	in	terms	of	perceived	happiness	could	have	a	negative	effect	on	those	

who	feel	excluded	from	the	experience,	suffering	more	acutely	when	happiness	

seems	more	pervasive,444	hence,	the	paradox:	“the	happiest	places	tend	to	have	
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the	highest	 suicide	 rates.”445		 “Discontented	people	 in	 a	happy	place	may	 feel	

particularly	harshly	treated	by	life…	the	lows	of	life	may	thus	be	most	tolerable	

in	an	environment	in	which	other	humans	are	unhappy.”446	A	similar	situation	

is	 generated	 in	 social	 media447	as	 people	 compare	 their	 reality	 with	 the	

embellished	 image	other	portray	of	 themselves,448	exacerbated	by	the	meager	

quality	of	human	interaction	in	that	environment.449	

Summarizing,	 it	 seems	 that	 UN	 documents	 identify	 in	 Social	

Development	 a	 dimension	 which	 must	 be	 considered	 in	 SD,	 consistent	 with	

claiming	 that	 “Human	 beings	 are	 at	 the	 center	 of	 concerns	 for	 sustainable	

development.”450	Unfortunately,	 the	 clear	 ideas	 in	 the	 Copenhagen	 Social	

Development	Summit	of	1995	have	not	been	embraced	 in	 the	SD	documents,	

and	 the	 MDGs/SDGs,	 while	 a	 worthy	 initiative,	 fall	 short	 of	 an	 integral	

development	such	as	promoted	by	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach	or	that	of	

Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development.451	It	is	unfortunate	to	invest	

energy	on	muddled	demographics,	overlooking	the	strong	and	clear	need	for	a	

better	understanding	of	integral	development,	well-being	for	the	human	person,	

and	the	common	good	of	society,	the	Human	Ecology	that	fosters	the	authentic	

flourishing	of	the	human	person.	
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3.	Environmental	Protection		

At	 the	origin	of	 environmental	 summits,	 the	main	 concern	was	 for	 the	

care	of	a	rapidly	degrading	natural	environment.	Even	as	the	need	of	economic	

development	 for	 developing	 countries	 was	 acknowledged,	 the	 condition	

remained	 that	 it	 should	 be	 sustainable,	 not	 compromising	 the	 natural	

environment.	 The	 1972	 Stockholm	 Declaration	 already	 contained	 all	 the	

significant	considerations	 in	 this	regard	which	would	be	developed	 in	 further	

conferences.452	The	 1982	 UN	 Convention	 on	 the	 Law	 of	 the	 Sea	 made	 a	

successful	and	significant	contribution	to	environmental	protection.	The	1992	

UN	Conference	on	Environment	and	Development	in	Rio	embraced	the	concept	

of	 Sustainable	Development	 proposed	 in	 the	 1987	Brundtland	Report,	 stating	

that	 “environmental	 protection	 shall	 constitute	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 the	

development	 process.”453	In	 the	 effort	 “to	 conserve,	 protect	 and	 restore	 the	

health	and	integrity	of	the	Earth's	ecosystem…	[it	was	established	that]	States	

have	common	but	differentiated	responsibilities.”454		

The	Rio	conference	also	developed	Agenda	21,	 “a	global	consensus	and	

political	 commitment	 at	 the	 highest	 level	 on	 development	 and	 environment	

cooperation.” 455 	This	 detailed	 plan	 included	 specific	 strategies	 for	

environmental	 protection,	 management	 and	 restoration	 of	 ecosystems	 and	

natural	 resources,	 as	well	 as	 the	 involvement	 of	major	 groups	 and	means	 of	
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implementation.	The	Climate	Change	issue,	presented	in	the	Brundtland	Report	

was	also	addressed	throughout	Agenda	21.456		

The	 2002	 Johannesburg	 Declaration	 on	 Sustainable	 Development		

reaffirmed	 previous	 commitments	 but	 found	 that	 “the	 global	 environment	

continues	to	suffer”	in	loss	of	biodiversity,	depletion	of	fish	stocks,	encroaching	

deserts,	effects	of	climate	change	and	air,	water,	and	marine	pollution.457	As	a	

response,	it	promoted	“the	integration	of	the	three	components	of	sustainable	

development—economic	development,	social	development	and	environmental	

protection—as	 interdependent	 and	 mutually	 reinforcing	 pillars.	 Poverty	

eradication,	 changing	 unsustainable	 patterns	 of	 production	 and	 consumption	

and	protecting	and	managing	the	natural	resource	base	of	economic	and	social	

development”458	were	the	objectives	declared.		

This	 declaration	 also	 acknowledged	 “the	 importance	 of	 ethics	 for	

sustainable	 development	 and,	 therefore,	 emphasize[d]	 the	 need	 to	 consider	

ethics	 in	 the	 implementation.”459	These	 objectives	 were	 repeated	 almost	

verbatim	 in	 the	 Rio	 +	 20	 document,	 which	 added	 “the	 need	 to	 achieve	

sustainable	 development	 by	 promoting	 sustained,	 inclusive	 and	 equitable	

economic	growth,	creating	greater	opportunities	 for	all,	 reducing	 inequalities,	

raising	 basic	 standards	 of	 living,	 fostering	 equitable	 social	 development	 and	

inclusion,	 and	 promoting	 integrated	 and	 sustainable	 management	 of	 natural	

resources	and	ecosystems.”460	Rio	+	20	also	emphasized	the	need	for	harmony	
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with	nature,	the	role	of	civic	involvement,	the	importance	of	the	green	economy,	

the	 strengthening	 of	 the	 environmental	 efforts,	 and	 the	 critical	 role	 of	

energy.461	Noteworthy	 is	 the	 total	 absence	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 ethics	 raised	 in	

Johannesburg.		

Since	 the	 1972	 Stockholm	 conference	 there	 has	 been	 a	 diminishing	

emphasis	 given	 to	 environmental	 concerns	 as	 “SD…	 continues	 to	 soften	 its	

environmentalism	and	place	even	greater	emphasis	on	development…	the	Rio	

Declaration	retreated	from	the	high-watermark	of	environmental	protection…	

[and	 the]	WSSD	 Declaration	 also	 continues	 to	 drift	 away	 from	 a	 particularly	

demanding	 kind	 of	 environmentalism.” 462 	However,	 there	 is	 value	 in	

reconciling	 the	 care	 for	 the	 environment	 with	 the	 development	 needed	 to	

provide	people	in	developing	countries	the	opportunity	for	a	truly	prosperous	

and	dignified	life.		

There	is	also	a	solid	argument	in	terms	of	making	sure	said	development	

is	not	an	artificial	construct	in	statistics	but	is	really	focused	on	the	well-being	

of	 the	 majority	 of	 individuals,	 real	 people.	 However,	 we	 also	 need	 to	 take	

account	 of	 the	 paradoxical	 extent	 to	 which	 environmental	 protection	 has	

become	a	part	 of	 the	 common	 law	of	 humankind.”463	“[W]hen	 faced	with	 this	

common	 problem	 [of	 pollution],	 States	 generally	 act	 to	 protect	 the	 health	 of	

their	people,	and	they	seldom	deny	the	deleterious	effects	or	decide	to	ignore	
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them.” 464 	So,	 “environmental	 skepticism	 has	 not	 impeded	 a	 rising	

environmental	common	law	of	humankind.”465		

a)	Environmental	concerns	and	growth		

Economic	growth	directly	impact	the	environment:	this	is	a	challenge	to	

sustainability.	 The	 Kuznets	 curve	model	 (EKC)	 “explains	 how	 rising	 incomes	

will	 result	 in	 decreases	 in	 pollution,	 and	 posits	 that	 international	

environmental	regulation	only	becomes	a	reality	to	governments	once	the	basic	

needs	of	their	people	are	met.	If	that	is	correct,	then	developing	countries	that	

achieve	economic	growth	may	well	reinstate	a	more	demanding	environmental	

agenda.”466 	Some	 dispute	 the	 accuracy	 of	 the	 Kuznets	 curve	 model	 as	

“econometrically	weak…	[When	applying	appropriate	statistics	and	techniques]	

we	find	that	the	EKC	does	not	exist.”467		or	that	it	might	not	correctly	attribute	

“effects	of	trade	on	the	distribution	of	polluting	industries.”468	

One	issue	with	EKC	is	considering	proportions	and	not	absolute	values,	

which	might	lead	to	misleading	conclusions.	“Manufacturing,	which	is	just	one	

part	 of	 GDP,	 did	 not	 become	 cleaner	 or	 dirtier	 as	 income	 changed.	 Instead,	

manufacturing	 became	 smaller	 relative	 to	 services	 and	 trade	 in	 expanding	

economies.”469	This	 could	 be	 explained	 by	 a	 shift	 from	 industry	 to	 lower	

polluting	services,	but,	an	increase	in	services	with	no	shift	would	also	explain	

this.	Likewise,	a	displacing	of	 industry	 to	countries	with	cheaper	 labor	would	
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explain	 it,	 and	neither	explanation	 implies	 a	 reduction	of	pollution	 caused	by	

manufacturing.		

According	 to	 Stern,	 “in	 rapidly	 growing	 middle	 income	 countries	 the	

scale	effect,	which	increases	pollution	and	other	degradation,	overwhelms	the	

time	 effect.	 In	 wealthy	 countries,	 growth	 is	 slower,	 and	 pollution	 reduction	

efforts	can	overcome	the	scale	effect.	This	is	the	origin	of	the	apparent	[Kuznets	

curve]	effect.”470	Since	developed	economies	have	and	promote	lifestyles	which	

consume	energy	and	other	resources	at	rates	between	30	and	60	times	that	of	

least	 developed	 countries,	 and	 generate	 waste	 at	 comparable	 rates,	 poor	

economies	which	 grow	 and	 adopt	 those	 globalized	 aspirational	 lifestyles	will	

consume	 in	 those	 proportions	 (scale	 effect),	 overwhelming	 any	 incremental	

improvements	in	technology	and	efficiency.471		

There	 might	 be	 bias	 supporting	 the	 Kuznets	 model	 from	 a	 stronger	

concern	 to	 ensure	 that	 economic	 growth	 is	 unharmed,	 than	 a	 concern	 for	

protecting	 the	 environment:	 for	 example,	 the	 World	 Bank’s	 1992	 World	

Development	 Report	 favored	 the	 Kuznets	 model.472	Along	 those	 lines	 it	 is	

argued	 that	 “[i]f	 economic	 growth	 is	 good	 for	 the	 environment,	 policies	 that	

stimulate	 growth	 (trade	 liberalization,	 economic	 restructuring,	 and	 price	

reform)	 should	 be	 good	 for	 the	 environment	 …	 Because	 market	 forces	 will	

ultimately	 determine	 the	 price	 of	 environmental	 quality,	 policies	 that	 allow	
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market	 forces	 to	 operate	 are	 expected	 to	 be	 unambiguously	 positive.”473	But	

the	 premise	 that	 growth	 is	 good	 for	 the	 environment	 and	 the	 validity	 of	 the	

Kuznets	 model	 itself	 are	 is	 in	 question,474	with	 Stern	 stating:	 “the	 statistical	

analysis	on	which	the	environmental	Kuznets	curve	is	based	is	not	robust.”475	

The	 market	 argument	 only	 considers	 the	 demand	 for	 a	 cleaner	

environment	and	not	 the	demand	 for	goods	and	services	allowed	by	a	higher	

income.	 The	 growth	 of	 pollution,	 waste,	 and	 the	 use	 of	 non-renewable	

resources	 and	 energy,	 correlate	 to	 the	 size	 of	 the	 economy	 as	 the	 Kaya	

identity476	shows	in	the	case	of	CO2	emissions.477	Efficiencies	scarcely	mitigate	

the	impact	per	unit	of	GDP.	Some	suggest	there	is	a	necessary	trade-off	between	

economic	growth	and	environmental	protection.478		

However,	Pielke	argues	that	“there	is	an	iron	law	of	climate	policy…	that	

when	 policies	 focused	 on	 economic	 growth	 confront	 policies	 focused	 on	

emission	reductions,	it	is	economic	growth	that	will	win	out	every	time”479,	and	

that	this	“iron	law	of	climate	policy	holds	everywhere	around	the	world,	in	rich	

and	poor	countries,”480	so	that	“any	policy	that	seeks	to	achieve	an	accelerated	

decarbonization	of	 the	 global	 economy	must	be	designed	 such	 that	 economic	

																																																								
473	Yandle,	“Environmental	Kuznets	Curves,”	29-30.	
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growth	 and	 environmental	 progress	 go	 hand	 in	 hand.”481	The	Hartwell	 group	

concurs	that	“it	would	be	prudent	to	accelerate	the	historical	trend	of	reducing	

the	carbon	intensity	of	our	economies…	However,	we	do	not	recommend	doing	

so	by	processes	that	injure	economic	growth,	which	we	think	–	and	the	history	

of	 climate	 policy	 demonstrates	 –	 is	 politically	 impossible	 with	 informed	

democratic	consent.”482	

b)	Environmental	degradation	and	threats	to	global	ecosystems	

Despite	many	efforts	to	protect	the	environment,	threats	are	increasing:	

“While	 an	unusually	 stable	 global	 environment	has	been	 the	precondition	 for	

unprecedented	 human	 development	 over	 the	 last	 ten	 thousand	 years,	 this	

stability	 is	 now	 under	 threat	 from	 human	 activity…	 energy	 consumption	 has	

skyrocketed	 owing	 to	 rapid	 population	 and	 economic	 growth,	 resulting	 in	

unprecedented	concentrations	of	CO2	in	the	atmosphere.”483		

There	is	considerable	argument	on	whether	this	implies	anthropogenic	

climate	 change	 and	 in	what	 proportion.	 A	 good	 summary	 is	 provided	 by	 the	

Hartwell	Group:	

The	sharp	increase	in	concentrations	of	CO2	in	the	atmosphere	from	the	
preindustrial	 level	of	around	280	ppm	to	389	ppm	today,	and	rising	 in	
recent	 times	 at	 just	 under	 2	 ppm	 per	 year,	 is	 one	 of	 the	 firmest	 data	
tracks	which	we	possess.	 It	 is	 also	 the	 least	 controversial	 graph	 in	 the	
current	debate;	and	the	rise	which	it	documents	is	unprecedented	in	the	
last	 10,000	 years.	 But	 how	 this	 clear	 CO2	 trend	 relates	 to	 global	
temperature	 and	 distributed	weather	 extremes	 is	much	 cloudier.	How	
rising	CO2	levels—and	other	human	forcings—may	relate	to	prospective	
climate	change	is,	by	extension,	a	further	articulation	of	theory,	data	and	
modeling	 of	 the	most	mysterious	 of	 complex	 systems	 on	 Earth.	 These	
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efforts	 too	have	become	controversial.	But	what	 is	 certain	 is	 that	 such	
projections	are	uncertain.484	
Similar	 to	 the	 Kaya	 factor,	 another	 equation,	 ImPACT,	 determines	

environmental	 impact	 as	 the	 product	 of	 total	 population,	 affluence,	 the	

intensity	 of	 consumption	 patterns	 and	 the	 efficiency	 of	 technology. 485		

Affluence	interacts	with	consumption	patterns	and	impacts	GDP.		

Increased	GDP	can	hardly	be	compensated	by	efficiencies,	and	so,	a	

challenge	 arises	 from	 unsustainable	 consumption	 and	 production	
patterns	 that	 have	 evolved	 in	 developed	 countries,	 a	 pattern	 that	 is	
increasingly	 being	 followed	 by	 developing	 countries.	 For	 example,	 per	
capita	greenhouse	gas	emissions	levels	in	developed	countries	are	20-40	
times	 greater	 than	 needed	 for	 stabilization	 of	 the	 atmospheric	
greenhouse	 gas	 concentration.	 The	 per	 capita	 ecological	 footprints	 in	
developed	countries	are	4-9	times	greater	than	their	bio-capacity.486		

Using	 the	 greenhouse	 criterion	 for	 sustainability,	 we	 can	 quickly	 realize	 the	

enormity	of	the	challenge.			

Pre-industrial	 data	 suggest	 that	 the	 atmosphere’s	 sustainable	 CO2	
absorption	 capacity…	 is	 about	 5	 gigatons…	 the	 world	 population	 will	
stabilize	at	about	10	billion	by	2080…	This	suggests	a	little	over	0.5	ton	
of	CO2	(tCO2)	as	the	sustainable	level	of	annual	per	capita	emissions.487		

It	is	important	to	note	that	the	current	per	capita	emissions	level	of	the	

United	 States	 is	 about	 19	 tCO2	 and	 in	 most	 other	 developed	 countries	 falls	

around	10	tCO2.”488		Another	way	to	measure	impact	is	the	ecological	footprint,	

“which	measures	the	biological	space	(expressed	in	terms	of	area)	required	to	

produce	the	resources	that	a	person	consumes	and	to	absorb	the	waste	that	his	

or	 her	 consumption	 generates.”489	Since	 the	 bio-capacity	 of	 the	 earth	 is	 	 11.5	
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billion	hectares	of	biologically	productive	space,	with	a	population	of	7	billion,	

the	allowable	global	hectares	(gha)	per	person	would	be	1.64.	With	10	billion	

people,	each	person	could	only	use	1.15	gha.	As	of	2007,	per	capita	use	 is	1.8	

gha	 in	 developing	 countries,	 4.7	 gha	 in	 Europe,	 and	 8	 gha	 in	 the	 US.		

Furthermore,	 as	 the	 following	 chart	 shows,	 developing	 countries	 increased	

their	 footprint	 by	 28%,	 and	 developed	 countries	 by	 39%	 between	 1961	 and	

2007,490	showing	 that	 the	 tendency	 is	 for	 higher	 income	 societies	 to	 increase	

their	environmental	 impact	at	a	more	accelerated	rate,	 further	disproving	the	

EKC	position.	

Table	6	-	Average	Ecological	Footprint				

491

	

	

Whether	measuring	 environmental	 impact	 by	 greenhouse	 gases	 or	 by	

ecological	footprint,	the	UN	survey	reaches	three	conclusions:	
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First,	 the	 impact	of	human	activities	has	already	exceeded	the	capacity	
of	the	Earth	to	absorb	it.	Second,	this	breach	has	been	due	mainly	to	un-
sustainable	 consumption	 in	 developed	 countries.	 Third,	 as	 developing	
countries	 try	 to	 emulate	 the	 consumption	 patterns	 and	 levels	 of	
developed	 countries,	 the	 breaches	 in	 the	 Earth’s	 planetary	 boundaries	
are	becoming	larger.	For	example,	under	current	production	technology,	
if	 the	whole	world	wanted	 to	 consume	at	 the	2001	 level	of	 the	United	
States,	resources	equivalent	to	that	of	15	planets	like	the	Earth	would	be	
required.”492	

These	are	very	complex	challenges	with	no	clear	solution.	Although	one	

of	the	most	serious	challenges,	climate	change	is	not	the	only	one,	and	reducing	

the	 issue	 to	controlling	carbon	dioxide	emissions	 is	 shortsighted.	Our	current	

model	of	growth	disproportionately	consumes	resources	and	generates	waste,	

while	 leaving	 billions	 of	 people	without	 basic	 needs.	 New	models	 have	 to	 be	

developed	 which	 include	 change	 in	 moral	 options	 and	 lifestyles,	 technology,	

governance	and	global	cooperation.	Furthermore,	the	International	Governance	

required	 to	 deal	 with	 these	 issues	 has	 yet	 to	 generate	 the	 credibility	 and	

leadership	 needed.	 Repeatedly	 we	 see	 that,	 mostly,	 the	 “problems	 and	 the	

solutions	are	not	technical	but	moral.”493	

	

4.	Squaring	out	Human	Development	and	the	Environment	

Pielke	 and	 the	 Hartwell	 Group	 recommend	 seeking	 a	 non-

confrontational	path	rather	than	framing	environment	and	development	goals	

in	 terms	of	a	 trade-off.	The	basic	challenge	 is	 that	governments,	business	and	

financial	 interests	 are	 all	 heavily	 invested	 in	 economic	 growth.	 This	 goal	

overrides	 all	 other	 concerns,	 such	 as	 in	 the	 abovementioned	 “iron	 law	 of	

climate	 change,”	 generating	 debatable	 theoretical	 arguments	 claiming	 that	
																																																								
492	Ibid.,	33.	

493	Ambrozic,	“Beyond	Public	Reason	on	Energy	Justice,”	392.	
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growth	is	good	for	the	poor	and	good	for	the	environment,	and	that	growth	can	

be	 “decoupled”	 from	 environmental	 impact.	 Growth	 serves	 consumerism,	

where	 growth	 in	 the	 overall	 value	 of	 transactions	 increases	 business	 and	

financial	profits,	even	as	real	wealth	is	reduced	and	the	environment	devalued.	

The	 combination	 of	 governments,	 business	 and	 financial	 interests,	 and	

consuming	elites	gains	another	powerful	ally	by	enlisting	the	media.		

In	his	book	Prosperity	Without	Growth,	Tim	Jackson	makes	the	case	for	

discrediting	 the	 myth	 of	 decoupling	 and	 the	 need	 of	 ending	 the	 mutually	

reinforcing	mechanisms	of	business	 and	 consumerism.	Businesses	 aim	 to	 sell	

more	 through	 obsolescence,	 low	 durability,	 and	 reinvention,	 providing	

consumers	with	an	endless	stream	of	novelties	which	 they	anxiously	crave	 to	

fill	 the	 void	 of	 a	 secular	 world,	 and	 their	 various	 psychological	 needs.494	

Consumerism-led	growth	relies	on	unsustainable	lifestyles.	Although	aware	of	

this	 dilemma,	 international	 efforts	 have	 been	 half-hearted	 as	 their	 voluntary	

compliance	shows.495		

Given	these	obstacles,	 the	efforts	have	sought	the	 least	painful	ways	to	

achieve	sustainability,	such	as	relying	on	technology	to	gain	efficiencies,	such	as	

more	energy	and	fewer	emissions	per	unit	of	 fossil	 fuels	burnt,	 fewer	units	of	

energy	 and	 other	 raw	 materials,	 and	 less	 waste	 per	 unit	 of	 GDP	 produced.	

However,	 this	 yields	 only	 limited	 progress.	 Actual	 changes	 in	 lifestyles	 are	

needed:	 consuming	 lower	 quantities,	 shifting	 from	 material	 to	 non-material	

consumption,	from	a	private	to	a	shared	mode	of	consumption,	from	one-time	

																																																								
494	Jackson,	Prosperity	Without	Growth,	chapters	5-6.	

495	UN,	Río	+	20,	§226.	“programmes	on	sustainable	consumption	and	production	patterns…	included	in	the	10-year	
framework	are	voluntary.”	
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or	short	term	to	multiple	use	or	longer	lasting	products,	and	from	use	of	non-

recyclable	to	use	of	recyclable	material.	

Unsustainable	Lifestyles	

Already	 in	 1987	 it	 was	 said	 that	 “sustainable	 global	 development	

requires	that	those	who	are	more	affluent	adopt	life-styles	within	the	planet's	

ecological	means—in	their	use	of	energy,	for	example.”496	Other	UN	documents	

have	also	recognized	the	significance	of	consumption.497	Even	if	“consumption	

patterns	are	very	high	in	certain	parts	of	the	world,	the	basic	consumer	needs	

of	 a	 large	 section	 of	 humanity	 are	 not	 being	 met.	 This	 results	 in	 excessive	

demands	and	unsustainable	lifestyles	among	the	richer	segments,	which	place	

immense	 stress	 on	 the	 environment.	 The	 poorer	 segments,	 meanwhile,	 are	

unable	to	meet	food,	health	care,	shelter	and	educational	needs.”498			

Agenda	 21	 did	 set	 important	 goals	 such	 as	 promoting	 “patterns	 of	

consumption	 and	production	 that	 reduce	 environmental	 stress	 and	will	meet	

the	basic	needs	of	humanity…	[and	developing]	a	better	understanding	of	 the	

role	 of	 consumption	 and	 how	 to	 bring	 about	 more	 sustainable	 consumption	

patterns”499;	analyzing	“the	present	concepts	of	economic	growth	and	the	need	

for	 new	 concepts	 of	 wealth	 and	 prosperity	 which	 allow	 higher	 standards	 of	

living	 through	 changed	 lifestyles	 and	are	 less	dependent	on	 the	Earth's	 finite	

resources;” 500 and	 achieving	 “efficiency	 in	 production	 and	 changes	 in	

consumption	patterns	in	order	to	emphasize	optimization	of	resource	use	and	
																																																								
496	UN,	Our	Common	Future,	§29.	

497	UN,	Agenda	21,	§§18,	no.	4.5-6;	UN,	“World	Economic	and	Social	Survey	2013,”	15.	

498	UN,	Agenda	21,	§18,	no.	4.5.	

499	Ibid.,	§18,	no.	4.7.	

500	Ibid.,	§19,	no.	4.11.	
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minimization	of	waste…	reorientation	of	existing	production	and	consumption	

patterns	that	have	developed	in	industrial	societies.”501	However,	as	we	saw	in	

the	 previous	 section	 on	 population,	 this	 wording	 was	 not	 supported	 in	 the	

budgets	or	in	real	commitments,	casting	doubt	on	its	sincerity.	

The	 prevailing	 narrative	 insists	 that	 economic	 growth	 and	 technical	

progress	will	eventually	solve	all	the	problems	achieving	prosperity	for	all,	but	

this	 prosperity	 has	 “benefited	 only	 the	 richest	 segments	 of	 the	 world’s	

population	 (1-2	 billion	 people)”502	and	 is	 not	 “free	 of	 unintended	 social,	

psychological	and	environmental	consequences…	the	unhappiness	that	is	often	

associated	with	affluence	and	want	[and]	the	destruction	of	native	cultures	and	

their	social	 fabric,	 loss	of	autonomy,	and	a	general	 lack	of	concern	 for	human	

development.”503	The	 overall	 damage	 to	 the	 poorer	 5-6	 billion	 cannot	 be	

ignored:	“the	CO2	emission	of	a	person	in	developed	countries	is	30	times	that	

of	a	person	in	developing	countries.	It	affects	climate	over	the	entire	planet,	and	

disproportionately	affects	the	poor	segments	of	the	world’s	population,”504	who	

lack	the	resources	wealthier	people	have	to	adapt	to	a	changing	climate.		

“Simply	 put,	 promoting	 the	 use	 of	 such	 practices	 in	 countries	 with	

emerging	markets	 does	 not	work	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 the	world...	 	 The	 concept	 of	

sustainability,	 with	 its	 emphasis	 on	 the	 interaction	 between	 society,	 the	

																																																								
501	Ibid.,	20,	no.	4.15.	

502	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	2.	

503	Ibid.	

504	Ibid.,	3.	
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environment,	 and	 the	 economy,	 has	 to	 become	 an	 integral	 part	 of	 the	

discussion	in	human	development.”505	

Amadei	observes:	“Unfortunately	the	1-2	billion	people	who	benefit	the	

most	from	the	current	system	do	not	have	much	interest	in	changing	the	status	

quo	 for	 the	 others,	 despite	 their	 continuous	 rhetoric	 about	 the	 need	 for	

change.”506	It	might	seem	all	too	obvious,	but	“the	simple	fact	that	people	have	

plenty	of	 resources…	and	know-how	to	eliminate	poverty	(especially	extreme	

poverty)	in	our	lifetime…	but	do	not	have	the	will	and	priority	to	do	so	is	a	true	

reflection	 of	 deep	 pathological	 dysfunction	 of	 the	 human	 race	 and	 its	

institutions.”507		

The	deepest	challenge	is	not	technical	or	economical.	“It	is	time	to	think	

about	poverty	as	more	than	the	mere	absence	of	this	or	that	and	abandon	the	

naïve	 idea	 that	 poverty	 reduction	 can	 be	 approached	 in	 a	 piecemeal	way	 by	

offering	quick,	cheap,	and	non-lasting	miracle	“Band-Aid”	solutions	to	separate	

problems.	Problems	are	related	and	so	are	their	solutions.”508		 	Amadei	insists	

that	the	external	poverty	we	recognize	is	the	expression	of	the	internal	poverty	

of	selfishness,	greed,	 fear,	apathy	and	other	destructive	behaviors	that	prevail	

in	society.	509	This	situation	is	unjust	and	inhumane	for	all	people,	both	for	the	

“billions	who	do	not	have	their	basic	needs	met…	which	would	allow	them	to	

live	with	 dignity…	 [and	 for	 the]	millions	who	have	more	 resources	 [and]	 are	

																																																								
505	Ibid.	

506	Ibid.	

507	Ibid.,	480-481.	

508	Ibid.,	481.		

509	Ibid.,	481-2.	
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unwilling	to	share	with	those	in	need.”510	The	former	do	not	have	a	choice.	The	

latter	 have	 a	 choice,	 and	 it	 is	 the	 tragic	 reality	 of	 the	 internal	 poverty	 that	

Amadei	describes,	abetted	by	a	materialistic	and	alienating	culture,	 that	 leads	

the	wealthy	to	choose	to	demean	“their	own	dignity	to	neglect	their	vocation	to	

love	and	to	fail	to	serve	and	give	generously	to	those	in	need	when	they	can.”511	

This	aligns	with	the	findings	of	Piff’s	study	on	wealth	we	already	have	referred	

to	earlier	 in	 this	 chapter.	However,	 it	becomes	more	 serious	as	a	widespread	

cultural	and	social	problem,	so	 that	when	“so-called	developed	societies	deny	

their	 peoples’	 duty	 to	 virtue	 and	 duty	 to	 help	 those	 in	 need	 in	 the	 name	 of	

freedom,	 they	 betray	 their	 human	 nature	 and	 frustrate	 their	 own	

fulfillment.”512			

Thus,	in	the	effort	to	live	sustainably,	the	greatest	hurdles	are	moral.513	

As	 Amadei	 notes,	 “developed	 countries	 in	 particular	 have	 to	 address	

unsustainable	 consumption	 and	 production	 patterns	 and	 their	 continuously	

rising	environmental	 impact,	while	emerging	and	developing	economies	need	

to	pursue	the	goal	of	greening	their	catch-up	growth.”514	This	would	require	a	

“global	 consensus	 on	 sustainable	 development	 …	 based	 on	 solidarity,	 with	

human	development	and	environmental	protection	as	integrated	and	universal	

goals	 for	 all	 countries.”515	This	 is	 not	 a	 technical	 challenge,	 but	 a	 moral	 and	

political	one.	

																																																								
510	Ambrozic,	“Beyond	Public	Reason	on	Energy	Justice.”391.	

511	Ibid.	

512	Ibid.	This	blind	and	selfish	entitlement	of	the	wealthy	is	partly	addressed	on	the	problem	of	meritocracy	in	Patrick	J.	
Deneen’s,	“The	Ignoble	Lie.”	

513	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	1,	21.		

514	Ibid.,	21.	

515	Ibid.	
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Things	 will	 not	 change	 unless	 people	 adopt	 “a	 drastically	 different	

mindset	 and	 redefining	 what	 it	 is	 to	 be	 truly	 human	 in	 this	 planet.”516	The	

second	part	of	this	chapter	explores	the	underlying	conceptions	of	the	human	

and	 society	 in	 the	 prevailing	 worldview	 in	 which	 SD	 is	 framed.	 If	 these	

conceptions	 are	 accurate	 representations	 of	 the	 human	 experience,	 or	

ambitious	 hypotheses	 of	 social	 engineering,	 and	 if	 they	 contribute	 to	 a	

sustainable	and	equitable	world	that	fosters	human	flourishing,	are	issues	that	

merit	close	scrutiny.	

We	 can	 argue	 that	 events	 such	 as	 the	 2008	 financial	 crisis	 with	 its	

worldwide	 damage,	 increasing	 inequality	 and	 the	 persistence	 of	 poverty	 are	

related	 to	 an	 economic	model	 that	privileges	 economic	 growth,	 consumerism	

and	materialistic	self-interest.	Connected	to	this	are	the	efforts	on	solving	social	

ills	and	environmental	challenges,	that	concentrate	on	material	and	pragmatic	

measures.	All	of	 this	appears	 to	be	based	on	a	 flawed	anthropology	 that	does	

not	recognize	the	dignity	of	the	human	person	and	the	importance	of	its	moral	

and	 spiritual	 dimension.	 We	 realize	 that	 the	 most	 significant	 obstacles	 to	

environmental	 and	 social	 challenges	 are	 moral,	 but	 the	 proposed	 solutions	

avoid	 to	 confront	 this.	The	wealthier	people	of	developed	countries	 influence	

policies	that	do	not	require	them	to	change	their	lifestyle	of	overconsumption,	

or	decrease	their	income,	but	rather	force	population	control	on	the	poor,	and	

affirm	 that	 economic	 growth	will	 take	 care	 of	 poverty	 and	 the	 environment.	

This	is	all	connected	to	that	flawed	anthropology	that	also	determines	a	view	of	
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society	 and	 human	 interaction.	 The	 next	 chapter	 will	 analyze	 this	 distorted	

view	and	its	harmful	consequences.		
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Chapter	 3.-	 Underlying	 conceptions	 bearing	 on	 Sustainable	

Development	

	

1.	The	Human	Person	and	Human	Flourishing		

As	we	have	covered	the	main	themes	of	Sustainable	Development	in	the	

last	chapter,	the	lack	of	a	comprehensive	approach	was	noted.	The	spiritual	and	

intellectual,	and	the	exercise	of	freedom	through	consciousness	and	choice	with	

their	 corresponding	 moral	 aspects	 was,	 more	 or	 less	 absent.	 The	 social	

dimensions	 of	 family,	 friendship,	 inclusion	 and	 interaction	 with	 the	 social	

environment	 was	 weak.	 	 This	 underlines	 a	 challenge	 at	 the	 core	 of	 Human	

Ecology	which	is	the	need	to	account	for	the	whole	of	the	human	person.	The	

discussion	 can	 be	 enriched	 with	 Catholic	 theology,	 but	 bringing	 it	 into	 the	

public	 debate	 requires	 configuring	 a	 common	 space	 with	 relevant	 language.	

There	is	no	appropriate	language	in	the	empirical,	secular	tradition	to	account	

for	 the	whole	of	 the	human	person,	because	this	 tradition	has	always	tried	to	

explain	 the	 supernatural	 in	 the	 terms	 of	 empirical	 science.	 Consequently,	 a	

concept	of	 the	whole	human	person	will	 be	developed	 in	 the	 language	of	 the	

Catholic	worldview.	Other	traditions	and	non-believers	are	invited	to	consider	

this	 Catholic	 contribution	 on	 the	 merits	 of	 how	 consistently	 it	 explains	 the	

perceived	 reality	 of	 the	 human	 experience.	 As	 this	 chapter	will	 show,	 efforts	

from	the	secular	view	that	try	to	explain	the	spiritual	or	non-material	are	much	

less	consistent.	



	 149	

	

a)	The	core	of	God’s	plan	and	the	anthropology	in	it	

Anthropology,	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 human	 person,	 whose	 reality	

extends	 beyond	 the	 physical,	 needs	 the	 light	 of	 both	 philosophy	 and	 faith.	

Human	beings	were	created	in	the	image	of	God	to	know,	love	and	glorify	Him,	

by	 their	use	of	 created	 things	and	by	 seeking	 communion	with	God	and	with	

each	 other.517	Being	 in	 the	 image	 of	 God,	 human	 beings	 have	 conscience	 and	

free	will,	which	enables	them	to	recognize	what	is	true,	good	and	beautiful;	to	

embrace	 it	 and	 love	 it	 and	 to	 act	 accordingly.	 They	 can	be	 conscious	 of	 their	

own	 selves	 and	 choose	 to	 seek	 holiness	 and	 perfection,	 acting	 according	 to	

what	fully	elevates	and	develops	their	nature,	both	natural	and	spiritual.	Even	

more,	 they	 can	 communicate	 with	 others,	 recognizing	 their	 dignity	 in	 the	

mystery	of	God’s	 image	 in	 them,	 and	 achieve	 communion	with	 each	other,	 in	

love,	seeking	each	other’s	good.		

I	 argue	 that	 the	most	 essential	 reality	 of	 God	 is	 revealed	 through	 the	

mystery	 of	 the	 Trinity.	 God	 is	 a	 communion	 of	 love	 formed	 by	 the	 three	

persons’	absolute	and	constant	donation	to	each	other.	The	fullness	of	being	is	

mirrored	and	expressed	by	the	fullness	of	self-giving	to	each	other.	Each	person	

in	 the	 Trinity	 lives	 his	 plenitude	 in	 the	 total	 gift	 of	 himself.	 The	 Father	

expresses	 his	 identity	 to	 the	 fullest	 as	He	 gives	 himself	 as	 Father	 to	 the	 Son.	

Each	 person	 participates	 in	 this	 communion	 by	 living	 out,	 expressing	 and	

giving	his	self,	his	identity,	the	totality	of	himself	to	the	fullest.		

																																																								
517	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§12.	
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The	Father	and	the	Son	not	only	live	the	wonderful	communion	of	fully	

giving	 themselves	 to	 each	 other518	but	 also	 the	 communion	 of	 sharing	 the	

fullness	of	love	that	each	one	has	for	the	Holy	Spirit.	Man,	created	in	the	image	

and	likeness	of	God	the	Trinity,519	will	achieve	fulfillment	in	the	same	way,	by	

his	 total	 gift	 of	 self	 to	 others,520	and	 even	 in	 the	 communion	 achieved	 in	 the	

sharing	of	the	love	they	have	for	others.		

However,	 as	 Romans	 states,	 men	 paid	 no	 heed	 to	 God’s	 plan	 and	

pursued	 their	 happiness	 and	 fulfillment	 apart	 from	 God.	 Disrupting	 the	

harmony	 of	 God’s	 creation,	 they	 yielded	 to	 their	 passions	 and	 pride.	 Seeking	

autonomy	 and	 freedom	 from	 the	 constraints	 of	 God’s	 plan	 and	moral	 order,	

they	 became	 enslaved	 by	 their	 own	passions,	 fears	 and	whims.521	Disobeying	

God,	 they	 brought	 about	 a	 rupture	with	Him.522	Separated	 from	God,	 they	 no	

longer	know	where	they	come	from	or	who	they	are,	and	so,	betray	their	now	

obscured	identity,	causing	a	rupture	with	themselves.		

Consequently,	 they	 no	 longer	 recognize	 themselves	 and	 each	 other	 as	

brothers,	 children	 of	 the	 same	 Father;	 nor	 do	 they	 recognize	 love	 and	

communion	 as	 integral	 to	 their	 identity	 and	 fulfillment.	 Others	 are	 seen	 as	

possible	prey	or	competitors,	to	be	abused	or	feared	and	fought;	hence,	there	is	

a	rupture	with	our	fellow	men.		

Finally,	absent	 the	reference	to	God,	creation	 is	not	acknowledged	as	a	

gift	from	God	to	be	embraced,	cherished	and	revered.	It	is	to	be	exploited	and	
																																																								
518	The	Holy	Bible.	John	17:20	

519	The	Holy	Bible.	Genesis	1:26-27	

520	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§24.	

521	The	Holy	Bible.	Romans	1:18-32.	

522	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§13.	
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hoarded	 for	our	own	needs	and	selfish	desires,	becoming	a	motive	of	 conflict	

with	our	 fellow	men.	These	 four	ruptures	are	the	dimensions	of	sin,	 the	 faces	

that	 consented	evil	 takes	on	 in	our	 lives.	These	 terrible	wounds,	however,	do	

not	completely	alienate	the	human	person.	A	deep	hunger	for	his	true	identity,	

and	for	communion,	reminds	him	that	he	is	not	who	or	where	he	was	meant	to	

be,	and	more,	that	he	can	be	free	from	anger	and	guilt,	sadness	and	fear.	He	has	

a	longing	for	reconciliation.523		

God,	 in	 his	 infinite	 love,	 gave	 up	His	 only	 Son,	 Jesus	 Christ,	 to	 save	 us	

from	 sin	 and	 its	 evil	 consequences,	 “to	 set	 us	 free	 from	 the	 hands	 of	 our	

enemies,	 free	 to	worship	him	without	 fear,	holy	and	righteous	 in	his	sight,	all	

the	days	of	our	life.”524	This	is	echoed	in	Ephesians’s	presentation	of	God’s	plan	

of	 salvation525	where	we	are	promised	 “all	 the	spiritual	blessings,”	 chosen	 “to	

be	 holy	 and	 faultless	 before	 him	 in	 love”,	 adding	 that	 the	 promised	

reconciliation	will	encompass	the	whole	of	creation.526	From	this	we	can	glean	

that	man’s	highest	purpose,	the	object	of	his	existence	is	to	be	holy	and	faultless	

and	to	worship	God	and	live	in	His	presence	in	fullness	of	communion	with	Him	

and	 our	 brethren.	 To	 achieve	 this,	 we	 are	 promised	 freedom,	 forgiveness,	

wisdom	and	all	the	spiritual	blessings	in	heaven.527		

																																																								
523	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Reconciliatio	et	Penitentiae,	§3.	

524	The	Holy	Bible,	Luke	1:74-75.	

525	Ibid.,	Ephesians	1:3-14.	

526	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Peace	Message	1990,	§§3,	4.	

527	The	Holy	Bible,	Luke	1:74-75;	Ephesians	1:3-7	
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Man,	 being	 one,	 is	 made	 of	 body,	 soul	 and	 spirit.	528		 All	 three	 are	

indispensable,	 but	 it	 is	 the	 spirit	 which	 guides	 the	 fulfillment	 of	 the	 human	

person.	In	and	through	the	spirit,	the	image	and	likeness	of	God	is	realized,	the	

communion	 with	 God	 and	 our	 brothers	 achieved.	 Certainly	 aided	 by	 and	 in	

unity	with	our	body	and	soul,	but	 through	the	 lead	of	 the	spirit,	we	reach	the	

contemplation	of	 the	divine	plan	and	exercise	 the	 freedom	of	 embracing	 love	

and	good	and	 rejecting	evil.	As	Benedict	XVI	notes,	 this	 is	 tha	path	 to	human	

fulfillment	and	a	just	and	healthy	society:	

God	 created	 man	 and	 woman	 in	 his	 own	 image	 and	 likeness	 (cf.	 Gen	
1:27).	For	this	reason	each	person	is	endowed	with	the	sacred	right	to	a	
full	 life,	 also	 from	 a	 spiritual	 standpoint…	 This	 [transcendent]	 dignity,	
understood	as	a	capacity	to	transcend	one’s	own	materiality	and	to	seek	
truth,	must	be	acknowledged	as	a	universal	good,	 indispensable	for	the	
building	of	a	society	directed	to	human	fulfillment.529		

	

b)	Spiritual	dynamics	in	the	human	person	

Man	 is	 only	 understood	 in	 Christ.	 His	 happiness	 and	 fulfillment,	 even	

"the	redemption	of	the	body,"	lie	in	his	renewal	in	the	Spirit.530	“Created	in	the	

image	of	God,”	man,	whose	nature,	as	expressed	in	the	inner	life	of	the	Trinity,	

is	 love,	 cannot	 fully	 find	 himself	 except	 through	 a	 sincere	 gift	 of	 himself	 in	

love.531	If	man	is	made	to	be	fulfilled	in	love,	it	follows	that	he	is	also	made	for	

truth	and	the	good,	both	of	which	he	needs	in	order	to	be	able	to	love.	It	is	only	

natural	since	“the	desire	for	God	is	written	in	the	human	heart…	[and]	only	in	

																																																								
528	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes	§14,	mentions	only	body	and	soul	following	Aristotle	and	St	Thomas.	However,	I	
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God	will	he	 find	 the	 truth	and	happiness	he	never	stops	searching	 for”532	and	

God	is	the	source	and	fullness	of	all	love,	truth	and	goodness.		

As	man	develops	awareness	of	his	inner	life	and	the	world	around	him,	

he	discovers	longings	and	hungers	inside	and	is	confronted	with	the	possibility	

of	many	courses	of	action	to	satisfy	those	longings.	He	is	assisted	by	the	moral	

conscience	 that	 God	 has	 put	 in	 him	 to	 discern	 moral	 good	 and	 evil.	 He	

recognizes	his	capacity	for	action	and	his	capacity	to	choose	the	direction	of	his	

action.	He	realizes	he	cannot	satisfy	all	his	desires	and	he	becomes	aware	that	

his	 decisions	 might	 or	 might	 not	 yield	 the	 best	 results.	 Consequently,	 he	

recognizes	the	need	for	truth	to	guide	his	decisions	and	actions	in	the	direction	

that	will	best	respond	to	his	true	purpose	and	desires.		

Man	has	a	desire	for	truth,533	particularly	the	truth	about	the	meaning	of	

life,534	but	 also	 a	 desire	 to	 do	 good	 for	 he	 “senses	 that	 there	 is	 a	 connection	

between	moral	good	and	the	fulfillment	of	his	own	destiny.”535	Finally,	there	is	

a	connection	between	truth,	good	and	freedom.	Genuine	freedom	responds	to	

the	authentic	meaning	of	life	which	is	in	tune	with	the	truth	and	good	found	in	

God.536	Moral	conscience	and	freedom	achieve	their	purpose	as	they	lead	us	to	

truth,	good	and	love.537	

																																																								
532	Holy	See.	Catechism	of	the	Catholic	Church,	§27.	

533	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Fides	et	Ratio,	§§1,	25.	

534	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Veritatis	Splendor,	§1.	

535	Ibid.,	§§7,8.	

536	Ibid.,	§34.	"Genuine	freedom	is	an	outstanding	manifestation	of	the	divine	image	in	man.	For	God	willed	to	leave	man	
'in	the	power	of	his	own	counsel'	(cf.	Sir	15:14),	so	that	he	would	seek	his	Creator	of	his	own	accord	and	would	freely	
arrive	at	full	and	blessed	perfection	by	cleaving	to	God."	

537	Ibid.,	“Although	each	individual	has	a	right	to	be	respected	in	his	own	journey	in	search	of	the	truth,	there	exists	a	
prior	moral	obligation,	and	a	grave	one	at	that,	to	seek	the	truth	and	to	adhere	to	it	once	it	is	known.”	
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The	spirit	 is	where	we	encounter	God	and	the	truth,	good,	and	 love	he	

shares	 with	 us.	 The	 spirit	 is	 where	 we	 acknowledge	 truth	 and	 adhere	 to	 its	

implications,	acknowledge	 the	moral	 judgment	of	our	conscience	and	consent	

to	it,	encounter	God’s	love	and	accept	it,	open	ourselves	to	love,	and	decide	to	

give	ourselves	to	God	and	others,	regardless	of	the	cost.	Here	we	experience	the	

communion	with	God,	the	truth,	the	good,	and	with	others	as	the	fullness	of	joy	

and	fulfillment.		

The	 spirit	 is	 not	 separated	 from	 the	body	 and	 the	 soul,	 but	 integrated	

with	them.	Body	and	soul	are	indispensable	for	through	them	the	human	spirit	

relates	to	the	world,	perceiving,	understanding,	and	acting.	Through	the	soul’s	

capacity	 to	 reason,	 a	 person	 considers	 and	 evaluates	 a	 perceived	 offense.	

Ultimately,	the	spirit	will	choose,	through	the	operations	of	the	soul,	whether	to	

yield	to	anger	or	to	God’s	prompting	to	mercy	in	his	moral	conscience.	Finally,	

his	 body	 will	 act	 out	 according	 to	 what	 the	 spirit	 has	 decided,	 either	 the	

violence	of	revenge	or	the	words	of	kindness	and	forgiveness.	The	three—body,	

soul	 and	 spirit—are	 united	 in	 a	 person,	 but	 the	 mystery	 of	 freedom,	 moral	

decision,	 and	 the	 openness	 to	 good	 or	 evil,	 to	 abnegation	 or	 selfishness,	 are	

played	out	primarily	in	the	spirit.	

c)	The	current	secular	approach	

Currently,	 there	 is	 a	 widespread	 notion	 that	 regards	 the	 spiritual	

dimension	just	described	as	subjective	and	consequently	of	no	real	significance.	

Since	 no	 scientific	 evidence	—understood	 in	 the	 narrow	 empirical,	 material	

sense—	can	be	provided	to	prove	anything	about	spiritual	realities,	there	is	no	
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basis	 for	 agreement;	 therefore,	 the	 spiritual	 should	 be	 dismissed	 as	

unattainable,	irrelevant	to	society	and	the	ordering	of	the	public	realm.538		

	This	 approach	 is	 flawed	 both	 from	 an	 anthropological	 and	 an	

epistemological	perspective.	Anthropologically,	it	reduces	the	human	person	to	

what	 can	 be	 apprehended	 by	 scientism,	 the	 ideology	 that	 reduces	 all	 to	 the	

empirical	sciences.539	This	denial	of	the	metaphysical	and	teleological	makes	it	

impossible	to	really	understand	the	human	person	fully.	540	This	leads	to	absurd	

explanations	 such	 as	 those	 of	 molecular	 biologist	 Dawkins:	 “I	 am	 treating	 a	

mother	as	a	machine	programmed	to	do	everything	in	its	power	to	propagate	

copies	 of	 the	 genes	 which	 ride	 inside	 it,”	 for	 “[w]e	 are	 survival	 machines—	

robot	vehicles	blindly	programmed	to	preserve	the	selfish	molecules	known	as	

genes.”541		

The	antisupernaturalism	bias	 inherent	 in	scientism’s	approach	renders	

it	blind	to	anything	beyond	the	empirical.	From	an	epistemological	perspective,	

the	process	is	fatally	flawed.	It	denies	that	different	disciplines	have	boundaries	

																																																								
538	Emilio	M.	Garza,	Thoughts	on	Conscience─and	Ourselves.	“[positivism]		reduces	existence	to	what	is	sensory	or	
physical	or	phenomenal,	sacrifices	relevance	for	presumed	certainty,	and	precludes	any	question	of	spiritual	reality.”	
There	Garza	also	cites	Eric	Voegelin,	The	New	Science	of	Politics,	4,	“‘became	dangerous…[when	becoming]	assertions	
that	a	study	of	reality	could	qualify	as	scientific	only	if	it	used	the	methods	of	the	natural	sciences,	that	problems	
couched	in	other	terms	were	illusionary	problems,	that	in	particular	metaphysical	questions	which	do	not	admit	of	
answers	by	the	methods	of	the	sciences	of	phenomena	should	not	be	asked,	that	realms	of	being	which	are	not	
accessible	to	exploration	by	the	model	methods	were	irrelevant	and,	in	the	extreme,	that	such	realms	of	being	did	not	
exist.’”	

539	Robert	Spaemann,	Essays	in	Anthropology,	X.	“Scientism	is	not	a	vague	umbrella-term	for	the	totality	of	scientific	
endeavor	as	practiced	today;	it	is	rather	the	particular	ideology	that	drives	a	good	deal	of	scientific	practice.	Scientism	
champions	the	objectifying	method	peculiar	to	science…		as	the	method	for	all	understanding.	With	this	claim	scientism	
challenges	(among	other	things)	the	traditional	way	we	understand	ourselves…		Thus	today	we	find	the	widespread	
assumption,	both	scholarly	and	popular,	that	if	we	are	really	to	understand	ourselves	we	must	pay	attention	not	to	
what	we	think,	desire,	or	do	but	rather	to	the	“blind”	biological	processes	that	underlie	those	thoughts,	desires,	and	
actions.”			

540	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§57.	“Indeed	today's	progress	in	science	and	technology	can	foster	a	certain	exclusive	
emphasis	on	observable	data,	and	an	agnosticism	about	everything	else.	For	the	methods	of	investigation	which	these	
sciences	use	can	be	wrongly	considered	as	the	supreme	rule	of	seeking	the	whole	truth.”	

541		Richard	Dawkins,	The	Selfish	Gene,	quoted	in	Robert	Spaemann,	Essays	in	Anthropology,	p.6.	
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which	define	their	object	of	study	and	hence,	appropriate	tools	and	methods.542	

The	 method	 of	 historical	 sciences,	 for	 example,	 is	 different	 since	 historical	

events	cannot	be	reproduced	in	a	lab.	Likewise,	it	is	foolish	to	demand	physical	

evidence	of	the	metaphysical	or	natural	proof	of	the	supernatural.	Scientism’s	

denial	of	the	existence	or	relevance	of	anything	outside	the	empirical	would	be	

deemed	 laughable	 arrogance,543were	 it	 not	 for	 the	 dramatic	 consequences	 it	

has	had	in	the	lives	of	so	many	people.544		

Admitting	 the	 possibility	 of	 the	 spiritual	 but	 denying	 its	 relevance,	 or	

treating	 it	 as	 secondary	 manifestations	 of	 the	 physio-biological	 is	 equally	

flawed.	Scientism	does	not	accept	that	 it	does	not	have	the	tools	to	be	able	to	

make	 these	 assertions.	 Consequently,	 this	 approach	 fails	 to	 account	 for	 that	

which	 is	 most	 relevant	 in	 the	 human,	 that	 is,	 the	 spirit,	 where	 openness	 to	

encounter,	 conscience,	moral	 choice	 and	 freedom	 are	 exercised,	 thus	 leaving	

out	of	consideration	the	most	significant	realm	of	knowledge	regarding	human	

persons,	their	action,	society	and	culture.	

	

																																																								
542	Emilio	Garza.	“Thoughts	on	Conscience-	and	Ourselves,”	“Voegelin’s	criticism	pinpoints	the	theoretical	limitations	of	
the	social	sciences,	by	identifying	the	analytical	inversion	latent	in	its	methodology-	namely,	that	the	method	of	inquiry	
determines	the	scope	of	reality,	instead	of	reality	dictating	the	method	of	inquiry.		This	analytical	inversion	reduces	
existence	to	what	is	sensory	or	physical	or	phenomenal,	sacrifices	relevance	for	presumed	certainty,	and	precludes	any	
question	of	spiritual	reality.		Science	in	this	sense	becomes	an	ersatz	religion,	providing	adherents	meta-physical	
‘certainty’	based	on	physical	postulations.		It	is	not	surprising,	therefore,	that	the	two	foremost	political	ideologies	of	
the	twentieth	century	were	based,	in	part,	on	supposedly	scientific	principles:		National	Socialism	on	‘social	Darwinism’	
and	communism	on	‘scientific	materialism.’	

543	Eric	Voegelin,	The	New	Science	of	Politics,	4,	quoted	in	Emilio	M.	Garza,	“Thoughts	on	Conscience-	and	Ourselves,”	
“The	assumption	that	methods	used	in	the	empirical	math	sciences	possessed	an	inherent	virtue	to	be	emulated	by	
other	sciences	‘became	dangerous…[when]	combined	with	the	second	assumption	that	the	methods	of	the	natural	
sciences	were	a	criterion	for	theoretical	relevance	in	general.	From	the	combination	of	the	two	assumptions	followed	
the	well-known	series	of	assertions	that	a	study	of	reality	could	qualify	as	scientific	only	if	it	used	the	methods	of	the	
natural	sciences,	that	problems	couched	in	other	terms	were	illusionary	problems,	that	in	particular	metaphysical	
questions	which	do	not	admit	of	answers	by	the	methods	of	the	sciences	of	phenomena	should	not	be	asked,	that	
realms	of	being	which	are	not	accessible	to	exploration	by	the	model	methods	were	irrelevant	and,	in	the	extreme,	that	
such	realms	of	being	did	not	exist.’”		

544	John	Paul	II,	Inaugural	Speech	at	Puebla,	I.9.	“it	is	the	inexorable	paradox	of	atheistic	humanism.	It	is	the	drama	of	
man	being	deprived	of	an	essential	dimension	of	his	being,	namely,	his	search	for	the	infinite,	and	thus	faced	with	
having	his	being	reduced	in	the	worst	way.”	
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d)	A	common	bias	

An	example	of	 this	 reductive	approach	of	 the	human	and	 its	damaging	

consequences,	is	found	in	Abraham	Maslow,	on	how	to	provide	for	the	needs	of	

the	human	person,	and	respond	to	the	motivations	that	trigger	human	activity,	

in	his	Theory	of	Motivation545	with	his	 corresponding	 “Hierarchy	of	Needs.”	 In	

his	 1943	 paper,	 he	 proposes	 what	 he	 thinks	 must	 be	 considered	 in	 any	

definitive	theory	of	motivation.	Some	of	it	is	interesting,	such	as	the	integrated	

wholeness	of	 the	organism	or	 that	 it	 should	be	centered	 in	basic	goals	 rather	

than	drives	or	desires.		

More	 questionable	 is	 the	 core	 proposition	 that	 needs	 are	 arranged	 in	

hierarchies	or	degrees	of	pre-potency	(basicness)	where	more	basic	needs	have	

to	be	satisfied	before	a	less	basic	one	can	be	dealt	with.	The	problem	with	this	

approach	is	that	it	leads	to	consider	basic	needs	as	more	real	and	down	to	earth,	

and	the	spiritual	ones	as	luxuries	that	are	“nice	to	have”	but	that	not	everybody	

can	 afford,	 and	 ultimately	 not	 really	 needed.	 “The	 clear	 emergence	 of	 these	

needs	 (self-actualization)	 rests	 upon	 prior	 satisfaction	 of	 the	 physiological,	

safety,	love	and	esteem	needs.”546		

If	 the	 organism	 is	 dominated	 by	 the	most	 basic	 unsatisfied	 needs	 and	

these	 focus	 his	 interests	 and	 even	worldview,	 it	 is	 unlikely	 that	most	 people	

would	 ever	 develop	 a	 spiritual	 life.	However,	we	 find	 that	 often,	 people	with	

basic	unsatisfied	needs	are	not	only	able	to	perceive	but	even	prioritize	‘higher’	

needs.	Let	us	clarify	here	that	love	is	understood	by	Maslow	in	a	very	reductive	

																																																								
545		Maslow,	A	Theory	of	Human	Motivation.	

546	Ibid.	
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way:	as	a	need	that	refers	 to	belonging	and	having	affectionate	relations.	 It	 is	

not	the	more	traditional	sense,	owed	to	Christianity	in	the	Western	culture,	of	

the	selfless	giving	of	oneself	to	others	without	expecting	retribution	and	which	

actually	finds	fulfillment	in	transcending	our	own	needs	and	desires.	

Frankl’s	 argument	 -	 Viktor	 Frankl,	 in	 Man’s	 Search	 for	 Meaning,547	

arrives	 at	 a	 very	 different	 conclusion	 than	 Maslow.	 His	 argument	 is	 a	

psychologist’s	scientific	analysis	of	a	real	experience	as	witness	and	protagonist.	

In	 the	 Nazi	 concentration	 camps,	 there	 was	 a	 constant	 struggle	 for	 survival	

where	 “only	 those	 prisoners	 could	 keep	 alive	who,	…	 had	 lost	 all	 scruples	 in	

their	 fight	 for	 existence;	 they	were	prepared	 to	use	 every	means,	 honest	 and	

otherwise,	even	brutal	force,	theft	and	betrayal	of	their	friends,	in	order	to	save	

themselves.”548	This	 is	 consistent	with	Maslow’s	 theory.	 There	 is	 a	 departure	

however	in	that	the	area	of	concern	is	expanded	to	include	the	closest	friends.	

“Everything	 was	 sacrificed	 to	 this	 end	 (keeping	 oneself	 and	 one’s	 closest	

friends	alive).”549	However,	the	analysis	continues.	

In	the	midst	of	the	worst	deprivation	of	all	basic	needs,	man’s	spirit	can	

break	free	and	seek	the	more	lofty	needs	and	longings	of	the	spiritual	life:	“The	

truth	–that	love	is	the	ultimate	and	highest	goal	to	which	man	can	aspire…	The	

salvation	of	man	is	through	love	and	in	love.”550	Man	is	not	determined	by	his	

basic	needs.	He	always	 retains	his	 freedom	and	 the	 capacity	 to	 choose	above	

and	beyond	the	demands	of	his	flesh.	“The	sort	of	person	the	prisoner	became	

																																																								
547	Frankl,	Man’s	Search	for	Meaning.	

548	Ibid.,	7.	

549	Ibid.,	78.		

550	Ibid.,	58-59.	
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was	 the	 result	 of	 an	 inner	 decision,	 and	 not	 the	 result	 of	 camp	 influences	

alone.”551	The	witness	of	the	few	that	were	able	to	do	so,	resonated	in	the	rest.		

We	 who	 lived	 in	 concentration	 camps	 can	 remember	 the	 men	 who	
walked	through	the	huts	comforting	others,	giving	away	their	last	piece	
of	bread.	They	may	have	been	 few	 in	number,	but	 they	offer	 sufficient	
proof	that	everything	can	be	taken	from	a	man	but	one	thing:	the	last	of	
the	 human’s	 freedoms-to	 choose	 one’s	 attitude	 in	 any	 given	 set	 of	
circumstances,	to	choose	one’s	own	way.552		

We	can	see	good	people	free	from	the	constraints	of	Maslow’s	need’s	structure,	

achieving	spiritual	and	inner	freedom,	forsaking	basic	needs	for	the	sake	of	the	

spiritual	achievement	of	living	according	to	their	conscience	and	dignity.	

Even	more,	we	can	see	 that	having	a	purpose	beyond	basic	needs	was	

not	only	possible.	It	was	the	required	condition	to	muster	the	inner	resources	

to	 survive:553	“those	 who	 knew	 there	 was	 a	 task	 awaiting	 for	 them	 to	 fulfill	

were	most	 apt	 to	 survive.”554	This,	 even	 if	 the	 purpose	was	 no	 other	 than	 to	

accept	 suffering	 with	 dignity,	 “proudly	 –not	 miserably.”555	Frankl	 quotes	

Dostoevsky	 to	 shed	 light	 on	 this	 experience:	 “There	 is	 only	 one	 thing	 that	 I	

dread:	not	to	be	worthy	of	my	sufferings.”	“It	can	be	said	that	they	were	worthy	

of	 their	 sufferings;	 the	 way	 they	 bore	 their	 suffering	 was	 a	 genuine	 inner	

achievement.	 It	 is	 this	 spiritual	 freedom	 –which	 cannot	 be	 taken	 away-	 that	

makes	 life	 meaningful	 and	 purposeful.” 556 	Frankl	 quotes	 Nietzsche	 to	

																																																								
551	Ibid.,	105.	

552	Ibid.,	104.	

553	Ibid.	There	is	a	profound	anthropological	insight	here.	Living	according	to	man’s	highest	nature,	the	spiritual,	is	what	
actually	works	better,	even	for	the	purpose	of	his	most	practical	ends:	survival.		

554	Frankl,	Man’s	Search	for	Meaning,	165.	

555	Ibid.,	132.	

556	Ibid.,	105-106.	
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emphasize	that	purpose	and	meaning	is	the	key	to	survival:	“He	who	has	a	why	

to	live	can	bear	with	almost	any	how.”557		

If	 we	 consider	 that	 the	 environment,	 our	 Human	 Ecology,	 is	 not	 only	

physical,	 but	 also	 psychological	 and	 spiritual,	 we	 can	 see	 that	 purpose	 and	

meaning,	as	part	of	each	one’s	personal	ecosystem,	could	make	up	for	serious	

physical	privations.	On	 the	other	hand,	 lack	of	purpose	and	meaning	 in	one’s	

life	 brings	 about	 an	 existential	 vacuum	 and	 then	 existential	 frustration,	

regardless	 of	 having	 sated	 basic	 needs	 or	 not.	 Another	 key	 difference	 lies	 in	

transcendence.	 Unlike	 Maslow’s	 position,	 “the	 real	 aim	 of	 human	 existence	

cannot	 be	 found	 in	 self–actualization.	 Human	 existence	 is	 essentially	 self-

transcendence	 rather	 than	 self-actualization.”558	In	 contrast	 with	 a	 driving	

trend	 of	 current	 culture,	 “the	 meaning	 of	 our	 existence	 is	 not	 invented	 by	

ourselves,	but	rather	detected.”559	The	human	person	cannot	find	meaning	only	

in	himself,	but	the	truly	spiritual	longings	lead	him	to	transcend	oneself.	We	do	

not	make	our	own	meaning	and	salvation.	They	are	a	gift	received.		

Frankl’s	 argument	 has	 a	 special	 relevance	 to	 Human	 Ecology,	

particularly	in	the	current	culture	that	fosters	being	focused	toward	the	self.	In	

one	aspect,	it	shows	that	environmental,	external	conditions	certainly	weigh	on	

the	 human	 person	 but	 do	 not	 determine	 their	 decisions.	 In	 another,	 it	

emphasizes	 the	 importance	 of	 spiritual	meaning,	 transcendence	 and	 purpose	

and	 the	need	 for	society	and	culture	 to	 foster	or	at	 least	allow	the	conditions	

that	support	them.		

																																																								
557	Ibid.,	121.	

558	Ibid.,	175.	

559	Ibid.,	157.	
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Other	developments	by	Maslow	–	Studying	other	aspects	of	Maslow’s	

work	 help	 understand	 his	 difficulty	 in	 considering	 the	 spiritual	 and	

supernatural,	consistent	with	love	as	transcendence,	and	his	need	to	anchor	his	

work	in	the	self-referenced	individual.	He	has	tried	to	provide	more	elements	

to	explain	his	theory.	He	develops	the	need	for	knowledge	and	relates	it	to	the	

‘search	for	meaning’	but	he	does	not	understand	it	as	transcending	but	rather	

as	satisfying	a	personal	need	to	understand.	He	refers	to	self-actualizing	people	

that	are	not	driven	by	basic	needs	but	by	(being)	B-needs	but	it	is	not	clear	how	

to	integrate	this	with	his	hierarchy	of	needs.	

In	1957,	as	chair	of	the	Research	Society	for	Creative	Altruism,	he	edited	

the	book	that	published	the	papers	presented	at	the	First	Scientific	Conference	

on	New	Knowledge	in	Human	Values.	560	There	is	a	messianic	enthusiasm	and	

confidence	on	a	scientific	solution	to	the	problem	of	man.	Faced	with	“old	value	

systems	 that	 have	 not	 worked”,	 and	 “the	 real	 possibility	 of	 annihilation”,	 he	

diagnoses	 that	 “the	 ultimate	 disease	 of	 our	 time	 is	 valuelessness.”	 He	 is	

confident	that	“the	cure	for	this	disease	is	obvious…	a	validated,	usable	system	

of	human	values…	that	we	can	believe	in…	because	they	are	true…	rather	than	

because	we	 are	 exhorted	 to	 ‘believe	 and	have	 faith’.	 And	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	

history,	many	of	us	feel,	such	a	system	–based	squarely	upon	valid	knowledge	

of	the	nature	of	man…-	may	be	possible.”561	He	seems	to	be	debating	with	faith	

traditions	–religions-	but	offers	no	consistent	grounding	for	his	own	proposal;	

why	his	set	of	values	are	“true”	and	even	what	truth	means	in	his	view.	

																																																								
560	Abraham	H.	Maslow,	New	Knowledge	in	Human	Values.	

561	Ibid.,	vii-viii.	
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In	his	own	paper	he	explores	the	quest	for	a	“value	system	that	could	be	

derived	from	man’s	own	nature,	without	the	necessity	of	recourse	to	authority	

outside	the	human	being	himself”	stating:	“we	think	that	a	scientific	ethic	may	

be	possible,	and	we	think	we	know	how	to	go	about	constructing	it.”562		

An	 interesting	 concept	 he	 develops	 is	 the	 notion	 of	 self-actualization	

from	the	natural	 impulse	that	capacities	have	for	being	used	or	actualized.	He	

considers	 that	 “all	 basic	 needs	 can	 be	 subsumed”	 in	 the	 path	 to	 self-

actualization	which	leads	to	“becoming	fully	human,	everything	that	the	person	

can	 become.”	 This	 reconciles	 the	 contrast	 between	 Being	 and	 Becoming.	 As	

man	 grows	 in	 self-actualization	 he	 is	 becoming	 and	 experiences	 ever	 more	

advanced	 states	 (or	 peak-experiences)	 of	 being,	 which	 in	 turn	 open	 new	

horizons	 of	 becoming.	 He	 uses	 these	 rewarding	 experiences	 to	 reject	 “the	

notion	that	Heaven	lies	someplace	beyond	the	end	of	the	path	of	life.	Heaven,	so	

to	 speak,	 lies	waiting	 for	us	 through	 life.”563	This	 concept	of	 self-actualization	

could	be	compatible	with	the	Christian	approach	to	life	as	a	pilgrimage	in	which	

we	 grow	 towards	 the	 fullness	 that	God	 intended	 for	 us	 through	holiness	 and	

finally	 in	 eternal.	 Unfortunately,	 that	 is	 unacceptable	 to	 Maslow	 who	 seems	

closed	to	the	supernatural	and	transcendence.		

He	 draws	 another	 interesting	 idea	 from	 the	 studies	 in	 homeostasis,	

where	people	and	animals	crave	for	the	food	that	provides	their	blood	with	the	

needed	 nutrients,	 chemicals,	 etc.,	 without	 being	 conscious	 of	 it.	 Another	

experiment	 found	 that	 some	animals	 chose	 their	 food	better	 than	others	 and	

the	results	were	shown	in	that	they	developed	to	be	stronger,	bigger	and	more	
																																																								
562	Ibid.,	120.	

563	Ibid.,	123-124.	
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dominant	than	the	poor	choosers.	When	the	better	choices	were	applied	to	the	

poor	choosers,	they	also	improved	significantly.564		

Maslow	thinks	that	observing	the	choices	of	healthy	people	we	can	learn	

what	is	best	for	people.	This	could	also	be	compatible	with	a	Christian	approach	

as	we	 recognize	 truly	 “healthy”	 people	 –in	 an	 integral,	 holistic	way-	 as	 those	

who	 live	 according	 to	 their	 identity	 as	 children	 of	 God,	 growing	 in	 holiness.	

That	 is	what	Catholics	do	when	 they	recognize	saints	as	models	of	actualized	

lives	 and	 good	 choices.	 If	 we	 learn	 to	 choose	 as	 the	 saints,	 our	 lives	 would	

improve	towards	the	goal	of	the	veritable	“good	life”.565	The	difficulty,	of	course,	

is	deciding	by	which	criteria	we	will	recognize	these	healthy	individuals	worthy	

of	imitation.	Maslow’s	account	for	the	better	model	of	a	human	person	is	hardly	

convincing.	

Another	difficulty	is	the	problem	of	evil.	He	explains	how	as	man	learns	

through	 self-knowledge,	 self-discipline	 and	 sometimes	 psychotherapy,	 he	

becomes	a	healthy	person,	while	those	who	do	not	grow,	remain	sick	and	weak.	

It	would	seem	that	a	“healthy”	person	is	incapable	of	evil,	and	that	evil	is	really	

only	 the	 consequence	 of	 ignorance,	 sickness	 and	 weakness.	 Unfortunately	

Maslow	thinks	that	evil	is	really	only	psychopathology.566	Conscience,	freedom,	

self	denial	and	evil	remain	alien	to	him.		

In	 Religions,	 Values	 and	 Peak-Experiences567	his	 approach	 helps	 us	 to	

understand	 better	 his	 own	 position.	 He	 is	 somewhat	 condescending	 with	

																																																								
564	Ibid.,	120-121.	

565	Ibid.,	126-128.	

566	Ibid.,	133-135.	

567	Abraham	H.	Maslow,	Religions,	Values	and	Peak-Experiences.	
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religious	 people,	 “intellectual	 primitives”568	stating	 that	 “faith,	 which	 has	

perfectly	respectable	naturalistic	meanings,	as	for	example	in	Fromm’s	writings,	

tends	 in	 the	 hands	 of	 an	 anti-intellectual	 church	 to	 degenerate	 into	 blind	

belief…	 unquestioning	 obedience	 and	 last	 ditch	 loyalty…	 It	 tends	 to	 produce	

sheep	rather	than	men.”569	He	builds	straw	religions	to	dismiss	them,	unaware	

that	he	has	not	understood	what	religion	is	about.	“Very	obviously,	such	values	

[spiritual	and	ethical]…	cannot	be	handed	over	to	any	church	for	safekeeping…	

what	 is	 needed	 then	 is	 an	 expanded	 science…	 [which]	 includes	 among	 its	

concerns	 practically	 everything	 in	 religion	 that	 can	 bear	 naturalistic	

observation.”570		

He	 argues	 that	 many	 peak	 experiences	 and	 values	 do	 not	 need	 to	 be	

derived	from	religious	faiths	since	“spiritual	values…have	naturalistic	meaning	

[and]	 are	 well	 within	 the	 jurisdiction	 of	 a	 suitably	 enlarged	 science.”571	

Basically,	 the	religious	questions	are	valid	but	the	answers	 from	the	churches	

are	 not,	 so	 we	 need	 the	 recourse	 to	 science	 to	 finally	 provide	 a	 satisfactory	

response.572	He	deconstructs	all	that	is	recognized	as	supernatural	by	religious	

traditions	 as	 “in	 fact,	 perfectly	 natural,	 human	 peak-experiences	 of	 the	 kind	

that	can	easily	be	examined	today”.573	He	argues	that	

	to	the	extent	that	all	mystical	or	peak	experiences	are	the	same	in	their	
essence	 and	 have	 always	 been	 the	 same,	 all	 religions	 are	 the	 same	 in	
their	 essence	 and	 always	 have	 been	 the	 same.	 They	 should	 therefore,	
come	 to	 agree	 in	principle	 on	 teaching	 that	which	 is	 common	 to	 all	 of	

																																																								
568	Ibid.,	3.	

569	Ibid.,	14.	

570	Ibid.,	17.	

571	Ibid.,	4.	

572	Ibid.,	18.	

573	Ibid.,	20.	
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them…	[and]	whatever	is	different…	can	be	fairly	taken	to	be	localisms…	
therefore,	peripheral,	expendable,	not	essential.574		
A	much	more	interesting	approach	to	peak-experiences	can	be	found	in	

Josef	 Pieper’s	 Divine	 Madness. 575 	Maslow’s	 approach	 that	 denies	 the	

supernatural	 is	 hardly	 useful	 as	 a	 guide	 for	 the	 human	 person	 open	 to	

transcendence.	The	next	section	will	deal	with	one	of	the	challenges	that	might	

explain	Maslow’s	weaknesses.	

e)	The	question	of	dualism	inherent	to	the	problem	of	man	

The	problem	of	man	is	frequently	muddled	by	a	perceived	dualism	that	

challenges	 a	 proper	 understanding.576	Man	 has	 a	 physio-biological	 dimension	

and	a	rational-spiritual	one.	The	first	one	is	determined.	The	second	one	is	the	

source	of	man’s	 freedom	 from	determinedness.	Focusing	on	 the	 first	one,	 the	

empirical	approach	seeks	to	reduce	to	it	the	second	one,	denying	freedom.577	It	

also	 denies	 anything	 beyond	 the	 self-interest	 that	 can	 be	 more	 easily	

recognized	 as	 “natural”.578	According	 to	 Spaemann,	 “anthropological	 dualism,	

however,	is	not	simply	a	contingent	accident	in	the	history	of	thought.	Rather,	it	

is	 grounded	 in	 the	 very	 structure	 of	 human	 self-experience.	 In	 one	 way	 or	

another	 it	has	always	been	there.”579	Overcoming	the	problem	of	 this	dualism	

requires	 recognizing	 the	 spiritual	 reality	 inherent	 to	 the	 human	 person,	 not	

																																																								
574	Ibid.,	20.	

575	Josef	Pieper,	Divine	Madness.	

576	Spaemann,	Essays	in	Anthropology,	xii.	“the	question	of	‘What	is	a	human	being?,’	the	basic	dualism	in	perspectives	
(2)	that	has	always	characterized	anthropological	enquiry.	From	one	point	of	view,	that	is,	humans	are	creatures	
conditioned	by	nature,	their	behavior	reducible	to	a	series	of	biological	and	physical	processes.	But	from	another	point	
of	view	humans	are	persons,	indeterminate	agents	who	dispose	of	their	existence	as	they	choose.’”	

577	Ibid.,	xiii.		

578	Ibid.,	7-8.	“having	failed	to	find	a	meaning	for	the	word	‘good’	apart	from	‘good	for…	,’	and	having	failed	really	to	
understand	Socrates’	appeal	to	Callicles:	‘But	I	beg	you,	my	friend.	To	conceive	it	possible	that	nobility	and	goodness	
may	be	something	different	from	keeping	oneself	and	one’s	friends	from	danger.’”	

579	Ibid.,	13.	
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“spiritual”	 as	 a	 refined	manifestation	of	 the	natural,	 but	 as	 an	opening	 to	 the	

presence	of	God	in	man.580		

It	is	humbling	and	frustrating	for	science	to	accept	that	a	key	dimension	

of	man	lies	beyond	its	object	and	method.581	It	also	underscores	the	teleological	

reality	 of	 the	 human,	 which	 is	 beyond	 man’s	 natural	 capacities.	 Spaemann	

points	out	that	“‘nature	is	not	deficient	in	necessary	things’	[natura	non	deficit	

in	necessariis).	But	what	could	be	more	‘necessary’	than	attaining	our	final	end?	

By	nature	animals	are	sufficiently	equipped	 to	attain	 their	own	end.	Why	not	

the	human	being?”.	He	responds	with	the	answer	of	St	Thomas:		

Just	 as	 nature	 does	 not	 fail	 man	 in	 necessaries,	 although	 it	 has	 not	
provided	him	with	weapons	and	clothing,	as	 it	provided	other	animals,	
because	it	gave	him	reason	and	hands,	with	which	he	is	able	to	get	these	
things	 for	 himself;	 so	 neither	 did	 it	 fail	 man	 in	 things	 necessary,	
although	it	gave	him	not	the	wherewithal	to	attain	Happiness:	since	this	
it	could	not	do.	But	it	did	give	him	free-will.	With	which	he	can	turn	to	
God,	that	He	may	make	him	happy.582	

To	be	fully	human,	a	human	cannot	be	limited	to	the	natural,	but	must	include	

the	“supernatural”	openness	to	God,	truth	and	good.		

			According	 to	 Taylor,	 “Wojtyla’s	 primary	 philosophical	 work,	 The	 Acting	

Person,	 is	 devoted	 to	 articulating	 how	 the	 experience	 and	 structure	 of	 action	

reveals	that	the	person	is	an	objective/subjective	unity	whose	self-fulfillment	is	

achieved	 by	 moral	 praxis. 583 	Wojtyla	 integrates	 metaphysics	 and	

phenomenology,	 the	 objective	 philosophy	 of	 being	 and	 the	 subjective	

																																																								
580	Ibid.,	14.		

581	Ibid.,	31-32.	“Kant	gave	an	unequivocal	answer	to	the	question	of	to	what	extent	scientism	challenges	our	self-
understanding:	scientism	knows	only	interrelations	of	material	conditions.	Yet	the	experience	of	something	absolute	
(represented,	according	to	Kant,	in	basic	moral	experience)	cannot	be	properly	accounted	for	by	the	framework	of	a	
scientistic	worldview.	Rather,	experience	of	The	Absolute	must	be	so	reinterpreted	by	this	scientistic	worldview	that	it	
is	no	longer	recognizable.”		

582	Ibid.,	15.	

583	Jameson	Taylor,	 “Beyond	Nature:	Karol	Wojtyla’s	Development	of	 the	Traditional	Definition	of	Personhood,”	415-
416.	
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philosophy	of	consciousness,	in	a	personalist	framework.584	Wojtyla	transcends	

previous	views	of	man	as	“a	passive	subject	of	experience”	affirming	him	as	“an	

‘agent	 of	 action’—an	 actor”585	capable	 and	 responsible	 of	 rational,	 conscious	

and	 free	action.	Rationality	gives	him	“the	ability	 to	know	moral	 truth	and	 to	

distinguish	 it	 from	moral	 falsehood”	 and	 “not	 just	 an	 intellectually	 cognized	

abstract	 concept	 but	 a	 dynamic	 reality	 that	 demands	 personal	 surrender,”	

which	 is	 the	basis	 for	 the	 transcendence	of	 the	person	 in	 the	recognition	and	

obedience	to	the	voice	of	God	in	moral	conscience.586		

In	 the	 human	 person,	 action	 involves	 not	 only	 the	 physical.	 As	 an	

example,	prayer	 involves	 the	action	of	exercising	 freedom	 in	deciding	 to	 turn	

oneself	 to	God,	 and	 to	open	our	minds	and	hearts	 to	His	 Spirit,	wisdom,	 love	

and	 strength,	 often	 with	 great	 struggle	 and	 effort.	 Prior	 to	 external	 action,	

recognizing	 and	 resisting	 the	 inclination	 to	 do	 wrong	 requires	 deliberate	

purpose	and	action.	Thinking	involves	action	when	we	decide	to	engage	in	the	

strenuous	 reasoning	 of	 difficult	 ideas,	 to	 pursue	 intuitions	 or	 not;	 to	 prevent	

feelings	or	prejudices	from	distorting	our	reasoning,	to	give	assent	to	what	we	

honestly	recognize,	even	if	unpalatable,	as	probable	conclusions	or	truth.	In	the	

man	who	chooses	 to	exercise	 conscience	and	 freedom,	 the	 inner	 life	 is	 full	 of	

intense	action.		

																																																								
584	Ibid.,	416.	

585	Ibid.,	428.	

586	Ibid.,	436.	
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“Consequently,	 the	 person	 can	 only	 partially	 be	 identified	 with	 his	

nature,	for	his	end	lies	in	an	order	of	love	that	is	beyond	the	natural	realm.”587	

Wojtyla	elaborates	upon	this	transcendence	in	a	1964	radio	broadcast:	

The	assertion	that	the	human	being	is	a	person	has	profound	theoretical	
significance…	 It	 speaks	 of	 the	 human	 being’s	 natural	 greatness.	 The	
human	being	holds	a	position	superior	to	the	whole	of	nature	and	stands	
above	everything	else	 in	 the	visible	world.	This	conviction	 is	 rooted	 in	
experience…	 A	 being	 that	 continually	 transforms	 nature,	 raising	 it	 in	
some	sense	to	that	being’s	own	level,	must	feel	higher	than	nature—and	
must	be	higher	than	it.588	

The	human	person	then,	contains	the	natural	but	transcends	it	through	

his	 freedom,	 self-determination	 and	 conscience	 in	 obeying	 the	 truth	 and	 the	

good.	Thus,	he	develops	his	 latent	possibilities,	not	 in	conflict	but	 in	harmony	

with	it,589	through	willed	action	in	love.	By	his	free	capacity	to	choose	the	good	

and	enter	in	communion	with	it,	man	transcends	the	natural,	“through	the	act	

of	 love,	which	 is	 the	highest	 form	of	personal	 action.	Love	 is	what	makes	 the	

development	and	expansion	of	nature	possible.”590		

“By	loving	other	persons,	man	is	raised	to	a	new	level	and	challenged	to	

more	 fully	 realize	 his	 natural	 potentialities.	 Thus,	 love	 enables	 the	 person	 to	

attain	to	his	natural	completion	and,	in	so	doing,	takes	him	from	the	natural	to	

the	personal	order.”591	This	capacity	to	transcend	his	own	self	and	find	a	fuller	

existence	in	another	sets	the	person	apart	from	other	creatures	and	gives	him	

his	particular	dignity.	This	denial	of	 self	 for	 the	sake	of	 truth	and	 the	good	of	

others	in	love,	is	the	highest	form	of	action	and	reconciles	the	natural	and	the	

																																																								
587	Ibid.	

588	Ibid.,	443-444.	

589	Ibid.,	448,	note	143,	Wojtyla,	LR,	229,	“Nature	cannot	be	conquered	by	violating	its	laws.”		

590	Ibid.,	452.	

591	Ibid.,	452.		
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supernatural,	 the	 fulfillment	 of	 the	 individual	 and	 community592 	giving	

meaning	to	the	whole	universe	through	the	good	achieved	by	the	action	of	the	

person.593		

This	reflection	allows	us	not	only	to	reconcile	the	perceived	dualism,	but	

to	identify	the	path	through	which	the	human	person	achieves	flourishing	and	

fulfillment.	 A	 Human	 Ecology	 will	 then,	 necessarily	 protect	 and	 foster	 the	

conditions	which	allow	the	human	person	to	know	the	 truth	and	the	good,	 to	

abide	 by	 it	 and	 freely	 choose	 the	 communion	 with	 God	 and	 others.	 It	 also	

provides	the	foundation	for	recognizing	human	dignity	and	the	rights	inherent	

to	it.	Only	the	human	person,	in	the	likeness	of	God	who	is	love,	is	able	to	step	

out	 of	 himself	 as	 center	 of	 reference	 for	 all	 else,594	and	 “see”	 the	 center	 in	

others,	giving	up	his	own	interest	for	the	sake	of	love.		

This	is	why	only	man	is	loved	by	God	for	his	own	sake,	and	only	man,	of	

all	creatures,	can	choose	to	love	Him	back.595	God’s	love	in	Psalm	116:15	leads	

Spaemann	to	say	that	the	“preciousness	of	the	human	being	as	such…	renders	

her	life	something	holy,	giving	the	concept	of	dignity	an	ontological	dimension...	

Dignity	 signals	 something	 sacred.	 The	 concept	 is	 a	 fundamentally	

																																																								
592	Ibid.,	453.	“Action,	though,	is	not	merely	the	actus	humanus	ordered	toward	a	hierarchy	of	natural	ends	but	always	
has	a	personal	end	and	is	ordered	toward	the	love	of	self,	neighbor,	and	God.	Accordingly,	Wojtyla’s	analysis	of	action	
concludes	with	the	discovery	that	love	is	the	highest	form	of	action	and	the	fulfillment	of	both	the	person	and	
community.”		

593	Ibid.,	419.		

594	Spaemann,	Essays	in	Anthropology,	19-20.	“That	the	human	being	transcends	himself	is	more	than	an	afterthought…	
Each	organism	naturally	develops	a	system	that	interacts	with	its	environment;	each	creature	stands	at	the	center	of	its	
own	world…	To	see	the	other	as	other,	to	see	myself	as	his	‘Thou’…	We	find	in	ourselves	the	idea	of	The	Absolute,	‘the	
infinite,’	 as	 that	which	 cannot	 be	 derived,	 as	 Descartes	 noted,	 from	 our	 finite	 and	 conditioned	 nature.	 ‘Love	 of	 God	
carried	as	far	as	contempt	of	self’	(amor	Dei	usque	ad	contemptum)	—that	too	transcends	nature.	Yet	it	is	exactly	this	
transcendence	that	makes	human	nature	human.”		

595	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§24.	
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religious/metaphysical	 one.	 Horkheimer	 and	 Adorno	 saw	 this	 clearly	 when	

they	wrote	that	the	only	argument	against	murder	is	a	religious	one.596	

Consequently,	 the	 right	 to	 religious	 freedom	 and	 conscience	 is	 not	 a	

luxury	 but	 a	 required	 condition	 for	 the	 fulfillment	 of	 the	 human	 person,	 and	

cannot	be	negotiated.	Atheism	and	agnosticism,	coercive	or	practical,	are	not	as	

neutral	 as	 they	 pretend	 to	 be.597	Denying	 or	 weakening,	 failing	 to	 respect	 or	

recognize	 traditions	which	 affirm	 the	 religious	 foundation	 for	human	dignity,	

fatally	undermines	Human	Ecology.	As	Garza	notes,	atheistic	political	systems	

in	the	20th	century	have	surpassed	in	cruelty,	by	several	orders	of	magnitude,	

anything	that	can	be	attributed	to	religiously	motivated	abuse598.	

Furthermore,	 this	 dignity	 and	 freedom	 are	 what	 makes	 the	 human	

capable	 of	 self-denial,	 capable	 of	 giving	 up	 his	 Darwinist	 advantages	 for	

survival	 and	 even	 supremacy.	 This	 capability	 of	 freedom	 in	 regards	 to	 needs	

and	desires	allows	him	to	discern	what	is	true	and	good,	to	prioritize	the	needs	

of	other	living	beings,	and	to	sacrifice	his	interests	to	care	for	them.	This	same	

freedom	 allows	 him	 to	 contemplate	 truth,	 goodness,	 and	 beauty.	 For	 these	

reasons,	 Human	 Ecology	 must	 encompass	 both	 the	 natural	 order	 of	 the	

environment	 and	 the	 supernatural	 order	 of	 the	 spiritual	 realm,	 even	 as	 we	

recognize	the	challenge	of	making	a	clear	distinction	between	them.		

	

																																																								
596	Max	Horkheimer	and	Theodor	W.	Adorno,	Dialectic	of	Enlightenment,	118,	quoted	in	Robert	Spaemann,	Essays	in	
Anthropology,	p.	57.	

597	Spaemann,	Essays	in	Anthropology,	72.	“In	truth,	however,	the	notion	of	human	dignity	and	its	inviolability	finds	its	
theoretical	foundation	only	in	a	metaphysical	ontology,	that	is,	in	a	philosophy	of	the	Absolute.	Therefore,	atheism	
definitively	deprives	human	dignity	of	its	foundation,	and	with	that	the	possibility	within	civilization	to	reflect	on	good	
reasons	to	protect	human	life.”		

598	Emilio	M.	Garza,	“Thoughts	on	Conscience-and	Ourselves,”	The	greatest	genocides	in	the	20th	century	have	been	
made	not	in	the	name	of	religions,	but	of	atheistic	ideologies	–Nazi	and	Communist-		using	“science”	for	one	or	another	
form	of	“social	engineering”.			
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f)	Human	Ecology	as	Culture		

We	have	presented	a	brief	account	of	 the	Plan	of	God	and	 the	place	of	

the	human	person,	the	dynamisms	of	his	spiritual	core	and	the	secular	attempts	

to	sever	it	from	him.	In	this	we	have	explored	the	relation	of	man	with	God	and	

with	himself.	It	is	now	relevant	to	turn	our	gaze	to	the	relation	of	man	with	his	

fellow	men	and	with	nature,	completing	his	four	dimensions	of	encounter.	Both	

of	these	are	encompassed	in	culture,	as	it	deals	with	how	man	relates	with	the	

world	 outside	 himself,	 both	 receiving	 the	 external	 impact	 and	 influence	 on	

himself,	and	exerting	it	through	his	own	actions.		

Culture	 as	 a	 term	 originates	 in	 Cicero599	who	 took	 it	 from	 the	 Latin	

colere,	to	cultivate,	to	apply	it	to	the	cultivation	of	the	human	being.	It	implies	

both	 the	 reality	 that	 is	 cultivated	 and	 the	 human	 contribution	 in	 work	 and	

ingenuity	 to	 perfecting	 that	 reality	 so	 that	 it	 becomes	 more	 fruitful.	 This	

requires	 the	 reverence	 to	 “listen”	 to	 nature,	 to	 reality,	 so	 that	 its	 inherent	

possibilities	can	be	actualized.	This	attitude,	in	Cicero’s	time,	acknowledged	the	

land	rhythms	for	sowing	and	harvesting,	the	suitability	to	particular	crops,	and	

so	 on.	 It	 recognized	 that	 the	 reality	 to	 be	 cultivated	 has	 a	 nature	 of	 itself,	

beyond	 the	 initiative	 of	 the	 one	 cultivating	 it,	 something	 that	 he	 does	 not	

“create”	but	receives	as	“gift.”600		

This	“encounter”	with	nature	is	part	of	God’s	plan	for	man.	“When	man	

develops	 the	earth	by	 the	work	of	his	hands	or	with	 the	aid	of	 technology,	 in	

order	 that	 it	 might	 bear	 fruit	 and	 become	 a	 dwelling	 worthy	 of	 the	 whole	

																																																								
599	Cicero,	Tusculanas,	II,5,13.	

600	Alfredo	García,	La	cultura	de	hoy	y	la	reconciliación.		
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human	family	and	when	he	consciously	takes	part	in	the	life	of	social	groups,	he	

carries	 out	 the	 design	 of	 God	 manifested	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 time,	 that	 he	

should	subdue	the	earth,	perfect	creation	and	develop	himself.”	601		In	doing	so,	

man	“humanizes”	his	environment	 in	artifacts,	 lifestyles,	 customs,	 institutions	

and	many	 other	 concrete	 realities	 that	 constitute	 his	 “habitat,”	 “dwelling,”	 or	

“environment.”	Benedict	XVI	 refers	 to	a	Human	Ecology,602	a	house	worthy	of	

being	occupied	by	the	human	person.603				

The	life	and	energy	of	culture	stem	from	the	human	person’s	“hunger	of	

being,”	 that	 “longing	 for	 infinity”	 inscribed	 in	him	by	God	himself.604	Cardinal	

Ratzinger	stated	that	in	every	culture	there	is	a	“basis	of	truth,”	and	a	“longing	

for	 unity”.605	This	 resembles	 the	 image	 and	 likeness;	 that	 godlike	 identity	

inherent	in	human	nature,	as	well	as	the	culture	created	by	the	activity	of	the	

human	person.	The	truth	about	the	human	is	rooted	in	having	the	image	of	God	

as	the	core	of	his	 identity,	with	the	 longing	to	recover	the	 likeness	 lost	by	sin	

and	 the	 desire	 and	 efforts	 to	 achieve	 full	 reconciliation	 with	 God,	 himself,	

others	 and	 the	 created	 world.	 That	 is	 why	 human	 life	 and	 culture	 always	

manifests	the	interplay	of	the	invariable	truth	about	the	identity	of	man	and	the	

myriad	ways	by	which	man	tries	to	actualize	the	potential	of	that	identity	in	his	

life	and	activity.		

																																																								
601	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§57.	

602	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§51.	

603	Alfredo	García,	La	cultura	de	hoy	y	la	reconciliación.		

604	Luis	Fernando	Figari,	Longing	for	Infinity.	

605	Joseph	Ratzinger,	“Cristo,	fe	y	el	desafío	de	las	culturas”	(conferencia	dirigida	a	los	Presidentes	de	las	Conferencias	
Episcopales	de	Asia),	Hong	Kong.	
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Man	and	culture	are	not	static	but	dynamic,	as	man	searches	for	an	ever	

greater	 fulfillment	 which	 can	 only	 be	 sated	 in	 eternity.	 If	 his	 activity	 is	

consistent	 with	 his	 identity,	 man	 grows	 in	 harmony	 and	 fulfillment.	 If	 his	

activity	 is	 divorced	 from	 or	 betrays	 his	 identity,	 he	 diminishes	 his	 humanity	

and	can	even	destroy	himself,	others,	and	damage	creation.	That	is	why	Popes	

John	Paul	 II	 and	Benedict	XVI	have	used	 the	 term	 “anticulture”	or	 “culture	of	

death”	to	identify	a	culture	which	no	longer	cultivates	but	rather	destroys	what	

is	human.606			

We	 can	 see	 two	 dynamisms	 in	 play,	 that	 of	 permanence,	 and	 that	 of	

unfolding.	Reality	is	what	it	is.	It	has	a	permanence.	Human	activity	contributes	

so	that	existing	reality	can	yield	the	fruits	of	the	possibilities	it	already	bears	in	

itself.	We	might	discover	possibilities	hitherto	unknown,	but	we	did	not	‘create’	

them.	We	recognized	what	had	always	been	there	as	potential.	The	dynamism	

of	unfolding	is	the	process	of	actualizing	the	existing	potential	according	to	its	

nature.	The	permanent	nature	of	reality	is	brought	to	fruition	in	the	unfolding,	

expressing	 in	 a	 fuller,	 harmonious	 development	what	was	 embedded	 in	 that	

reality.	

This	 harmonious	 process	 has	 been	 radically	 altered	 in	 the	 current	

cultural	 environment.	 Rational	 instrumentality	 no	 longer	 cares	 to	 “listen”	 to	

reality	 or	 nature.	 Nature	 is	 no	 longer	 a	 gift	 embraced,	 but	 a	 slave	 to	 be	

mastered	 into	 submission.	 Both	 permanence	 and	 unfolding	 have	 been	

corrupted.	Permanence	and	identity	have	disappeared	by	the	denial	of	truth,	so	

the	unfolding	no	longer	has	a	reference	to	be	faithful	to,	and	is	now	subject	to	

																																																								
606	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Discurso	inaugural	de	la	IV	Conferencia	General	del	Episcopado	Latinoamericano,	§18;	Pope	
Benedict	XVI,	Deus	Caritas	Est,	§30;	Homily	in	the	feast	of	the	Baptism	of	the	Lord,	2006.	
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the	 unfettered	 freedom	 of	 choice.	 Adam	 and	 Eve’s	 rebellion	 from	 the	 reality	

constitutive	of	their	being,	given	to	them	by	God,	and	their	desire	to	determine	

themselves	the	good	and	bad,	has	been	brought	to	its	full	expression	in	current	

times.	 Postmodern	 thinkers	 proclaim	 that	 we	 are	 finally	 free	 from	 reality,	

because	either	it	does	not	exist,	or	it’s	not	possible	or	relevant	to	know	it.		

The	rebellion	of	the	desires	and	the	will	against	reality	underlies	many	

of	 the	 ruptures	 of	 our	 times.	 As	 Benedict	 XVI	 points	 out,	 the	 recent	 financial	

crisis	 can	 be	 traced	 to	 the	 rupture	 with	 reality	 by	 an	 economy	 artificially	

conceived	 to	respond	to	greed,	denying	 truth	and	good,	producing	“damaging	

effects	on	the	real	economy	of	badly	managed	and	largely	speculative	financial	

dealing”.607	Tellingly,	this	very	much	resembles	Niklas	Luhmann’s	endorsement	

of	“systems”	such	as	the	market	being	as	abstract	as	possible	to	allow	for	their	

constant	“auto-creation.”608		

The	 experiments	 of	 recreating	 human	 nature	 according	 to	 one	 or	

another	 project	 of	 social	 engineering	 have	 yielded	 tragedies	 like	 Nazism,	

Stalin’s	 communism,	 China’s	 cultural	 revolution	 and	 the	Khmer	Rouge.	 Cyber	

technologies,	 Facebook	 and	 Youtube,	 have	 allowed	 millions	 to	 recreate	

themselves	 into	 new	 ‘selves’,	 more	 satisfactory	 that	 their	 real	 selves,	 in	

Baudrillard’s	 “hyper-reality.” 609 	Biotechnology	 will	 allow	 us	 to	 recreate	

human’s	 biological	 nature,	 reshaping	 it	 and	 “correcting”	 nature’s	 “mistakes.”	

This	 reveals	 the	 tendency	 of	 modernity	 not	 to	 cultivate	 nature	 and	 reality,	

																																																								
607	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§21.		

608	Niklas	Luhmann,	Social	Systems,	33ss.	

609	Jean	Baudrillard,	In	the	Shadow	of	the	Silent	Majorities,	83-84.	
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working	with	 its	 rhythms,	 but	 rather	 to	 subdue	 it	 by	 the	 force	of	 reason	and	

will.		

This	 disrespect	 for	 nature	 extends	 to	 the	 human	 person.	 Scientism’s	

approach	sees	culture	as	the	artifacts	it	has	produced.	It	seeks	to	describe	and	

classify,	rather	than	understand	human	action,	its	purpose	and	meaning.	Biased	

by	instrumental	reason,	 it	 looks	for	systems	that	 ‘function’	rather	than	for	the	

mystery	of	the	human	person	being	allowed	to	unfold	itself.	Those	who	think	it	

within	 their	 grasp	 to	deconstruct	 and	 reassemble	man	 and	 society	 in	 a	more	

efficient	way	trample	on	the	sanctuary	of	man’s	conscience	and	his	vocation	to	

give	 himself	 freely	 in	 love	 and	 service.	 Approaches	 such	 as	Maslow’s	 conceit	

that	 “we	 think	 that	 a	 scientific	 ethic	may	be	possible,	 and	we	 think	we	know	

how	to	go	about	constructing	it,”610	which	try	to	build	a	better	man	and	a	better	

society,	but	are	clueless	about	suffering,	evil	and	 the	human	capacity	 for	self-

denial,	do	more	harm	than	good.		

Benedict	 XVI,	 poses	 two	 criteria	 particularly	 relevant	 to	 building	 that	

common	 space,	 the	 shared	 environment	 needed	 by	 the	 human	 persons	 to	

better	 satisfy	 their	 needs	 and	 goals:	 justice	 and	 the	 common	good.	 For	 both,	

charity	and	truth	are	needed,	much	more	than	the	efficiency	and	organization	

of	 a	 functional	 or	 systemic	 approach.	 Justice	 is	 “the	 minimum	 measure”	 of	

charity	and	to	desire	and	strive	towards	the	common	good	is	a	requirement	of	

justice	 and	 charity.611	A	 culture	which	 provides	 for	 a	 healthy	Human	Ecology	

will	generate	a	society	and	a	political	space	that	strive	for	charity,	truth,	justice	

and	the	common	good.		
																																																								
610	Maslow,	New	Knowledge	in	Human	Values,	120.	

611	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§§6-7.	
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2.	 Challenges	 to	 an	 integral	 Sustainable	 Development	 in	 the	 current	

culture	

While	political	liberalism	–	the	prevalent	political	perspective	in	the	

current	culture	–	postures		as	neutral	ground	for	discussion,	it	tends	to	impose	

its	own	views	and	a	distorted	approach	to	human	life.	It	tends	to	eliminate	

moral	or	religious	considerations	from	ethical	and	political	conversations,	

permitting	only	a	reduced	participation	of	individuals.	Furthermore,	for	ethical	

social	reasoning	and	political	organization,	the	model	of	political	liberalism	is	

arguably	compromised	and	must	be	complemented	with	other	approaches.	In	

this	section	we	will	review	how	the	limited	approach	of	secularism	distorts	

culture	and	the	public	space,	impeding	a	holistic	environment	and	

consequently,	the	flourishing	of	the	human	person.	

	

a)	Truth	and	knowledge	as	basis	and	tools	of	Human	Ecology		

Continual	 development	 reflects	 the	 history	 of	 humanity,	 but	 also	 the	

anthropological	observation	that	man	has	unlimited	potential	that	compels	him	

to	 actualize	 it.	 SD	 furthers	 humanity’s	 venture	 ensuring	 a	 healthy	 physical	

environment	 for	 the	wellbeing	of	 future	generations.	Human	Ecology,	striving	

to	provide	the	holistic	environment	for	the	healthy	development	and	fulfillment	

of	the	human	persons,	includes	SD	providing	valuable	insights	to	the	conditions	

it	 requires.	 Justice,	 the	 common	 good	 and	 development	 are	 some	 of	 the	 key	

conditions	 required	by	a	healthy	Human	Ecology.	All	of	 them,	 to	be	achieved,	

require	 truth	 as	 a	 foundation.	 “Church's	 social	 teaching…	 [is]	 the	 truth	 of	
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Christ's	 love	 in	 society…	 Development,	 social	 well-being,	 the	 search	 for	 a	

satisfactory	solution	to	the	grave	socio-economic	problems	besetting	humanity,	

all	need	this	truth.”612	

Justice	is	a	basic	expectation	of	people	in	any	society.	It	implies	rectitude,	

fairness,	giving	what	is	due	or	merited,613	measuring	what	is	right,	and	morally	

demanding	compliance.	When	justice	is	not	present,	we	are	compelled	to	work	

for	 it,	with	urgency	and	dedication.	The	moral	 theology	and	social	 teaching	of	

the	Catholic	Church	can	contribute	to	social	relations	by	helping	us	identify	the	

obligations	 of	 justice	 and	 providing	 us	 with	 the	 moral	 energy	 necessary	 to	

undertake	the	challenges	implied	in	heeding	those	obligations.		

Justice	as	righteousness	requires	a	standard	of	judgment	to	operate.	The	

Old	Testament	equates	justice	with	goodness	and	perfection	as	established	by	

God’s	 law	 and	 the	 just	 person	with	 the	 saint.	 Currently,	 in	 the	 global	 secular	

culture	reluctant	to	recognize	the	true	or	the	good,	these	Christian	accounts	of	

justice	 are	 disqualified.	 Many	 prefer	 to	 talk	 about	 justice	 as	 fairness.	 Sacred	

Scripture’s	 standard	 of	 judgment	 goes	 beyond	 fairness	 and	 lays	 down	 the	

conditions	necessary	to	achieve	the	good.		

It	 is	 summarized	 in	 loving	 God	 with	 all	 your	 heart,	 soul,	 mind	 and	

strength	 and	 loving	 your	 neighbor	 as	 you	 love	 yourself.614	Grisez	 and	 Shaw	

state	that	when	striving	for	the	good,	sometimes	we	should	go	beyond	fairness	

																																																								
612	Ibid.,	§5.	

613	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Message	for	Lent	2010,		

614	The	Holy	Bible,	Matthew	22:37-40.	
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by	 forgoing	our	own	good	and	providing	 for	 the	good	of	others,615	explaining	

that:		

In	 this	 fallen	 world,	 merely	 being	 fair	 ensures	 that	 we	will	 make	 one	
another	miserable.	Fairness	is	a	good	thing	as	far	as	it	goes,	but	it	cannot	
overcome	conflict	or	division;	in	the	work	of	building	community,	justice	
is	 necessary	 but	 insufficient.	 The	 Christian	 transformation	 of	 fairness	
lies	 in	 forgoing	rights,	setting	aside	even	 just	claims,	and	going	beyond	
fairness	by	being	merciful.616			
	

This	 conception	 of	 justice	 recognizes	 that	 all	 creatures	 have	 a	 right	 to	

the	good	and	should	strive	to	make	the	good	available	to	all.	This	is	at	the	core	

of	 the	 Judeo-Christian	 tradition	 which	 has	 shaped	 the	 idea	 of	 justice	 in	 the	

western	culture.	Human	activity	should	be	oriented	to	that	end.617		

We	 can	 expect	 that	 the	 good,	 will	 necessarily	 include	 justice.	 “The	

Golden	Rule,”	found	in	the	Gospel,	states:	“[d]o	unto	others	as	you	would	have	

them	do	unto	you.”618	Grisez	and	Shaw	say	the	Golden	Rule	is	one	formulation	

of	 fairness	 which	 excludes	 “unreasonable	 partiality	 to	 oneself	 and	 those	 to	

whom	 one	 feels	 attached,	 while	 requiring	 an	 attitude	 of	 solidarity	 toward	

others	 and	 readiness	 to	 carry	 it	 out	 in	 appropriate	 deeds.”619	Although	 some	

insist	that	the	good	is	implied	in	these	accounts	of	fairness,	an	explicit	reference	

to	the	good	should	be	retained.		

	

																																																								
615	Germain	Grisez,	and	Russell	Shaw.	Fulfillment	in	Christ,	322-323.	

616	Ibid.,	310-311.		

617	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§35.		

618	The	Holy	Bible,	Luke	6:31;	Matthew	7:12.	

619	Grisez	and	Shaw,	Fulfillment	In	Christ,	82.	
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b)	 The	 inhospitable	 and	 self-defeating	 ecology	 of	 Secular	

Liberalism		

Here	 we	 will	 explore	 how	 denying	 the	 grounding	 of	 justice	 and	 the	

common	good	of	society	in	its	connection	with	truth	and	the	good,	renders	and	

impoverished	 and	 ultimately	 unhealthy	 society.	 Through	 history,	 different	

political	 systems	 have	 organized	 societies	 allowing	 them	 to	 thrive	 and	 reach	

impressive	 achievements.	 Democracy	 and	 political	 liberalism	 are	 widely	

accepted	in	modern	western	societies	and	one	of	its	most	recognized	theorists	

is	John	Rawls.	The	general	argument	is:		

a	basic	feature	of	democracy	is	the	fact	of	reasonable	pluralism	–	the	fact	
that	 a	 plurality	 of	 conflicting	 reasonable	 comprehensive	 doctrines,	
religious,	philosophical,	and	moral,	is	the	normal	result	of	its	culture	of	
free	 institutions.	 Citizens	 realize	 that	 they	 cannot	 reach	 agreement	 or	
even	approach	mutual	understanding	on	the	basis	of	their	irreconcilable	
comprehensive	 doctrines.	 In	 view	 of	 this,	 they	 need	 to	 consider	 what	
kinds	 of	 reasons	 they	 may	 reasonably	 give	 to	 one	 another	 when	
fundamental	political	questions	are	at	stake.620		

	

For	 Rawls,	 “the	 political	 conception	 of	 the	 person	 as	 a	 free	 and	

independent	 self	 is	 ‘implicit	 in	 the	 public	 political	 culture	 of	 a	 democratic	

society.’”621	This	requires	“the	state	as	a	neutral	framework…	To	base	rights	on	

some	conception	of	the	good	would	impose	on	some	the	values	of	others	and	so	

fail	to	respect	each	person’s	capacity	to	choose	his	or	her	own	ends.”622		

This	 is	 “a	practical	 response	 to	 the	 familiar	 fact	 that	people	 in	modern	

democratic	societies	typically	disagree	about	the	good…	it	 is	more	reasonable	

																																																								
620	Rawls,	The	Idea	of	Public	Reason	Revisited,	131-32.	

621	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	193,	quoting	Rawls,	Political	Liberalism,	13.		

622	Ibid.,	187.	
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to	seek	agreement	on	principles	of	justice	that	are	neutral	with	respect	to	those	

controversies.” 623 	Rawls	 suggests	 that	 democracy	 provide	 the	 neutral	

framework	 which	 gives	 everybody	 equal	 opportunity	 to	 pursue	 the	 good	 as	

they	 prefer.	However,	 political	 liberalism	 is	 not	 really	 a	 neutral	 space;	 it	 is	 a	

paradigm624	with	its	own	conception	of	individuals	and	their	ends.	

The	premises	of	political	liberalism	-	Political	Liberalism’s	model	for	

ethical	 social	 reasoning	 and	 political	 organization,	 is	 flawed	 in	 at	 least	 three	

important	ways.	First,	 it	establishes	justice	as	independent	from	the	good	and	

from	 truth.625	Second,	 it	 is	 a	 compromise	 that	establishes	a	 social	 contract	on	

the	common	denominator	of	what	it	assumes	everyone	will	reasonably	accept.	

This	could	be	a	practical	approach	that	allows	people	with	different	worldviews	

to	agree	on	a	political	organization.	However,	 it	 leaves	out	 important	parts	of	

the	lives	of	people	and	society.	If	political	liberalism	would	recognize	its	limits	

and	allowed	other	models	to	provide	for	other	dimensions	of	the	common	good	

in	political	and	ethical	discussions,	this	limitation	could	be	acceptable.	However,	

as	we	will	argue	here,	this	restraint	is	frequently	abandoned.		

Third,	this	model	does	not	acknowledge	its	ideological	bias.	It	poses	as	a	

value-free	 and	 practical	 model	 which	 allows	 people	 to	 negotiate	 within	 the	

restricted	limits	of	a	fair	and	ordered	social	space.	However,	it	seeks	to	impose	

itself	as	the	dominant	model	for	discussion	in	all	aspects	of	human	life,	while	at	

the	 same	 time	making	 some	of	 these	 aspects	 irrelevant	 to	wider	 discussions.	

																																																								
623	Ibid.,	189.	

624	Kuhn,	The	Structure	of	Scientific	Revolutions,	discussing	the	advantages	and	limitations	of	paradigms.	

625	Not	what	is	due	to	each	person	but	what	their	competing	preferences	negotiate	in	fair	and	due	process.	
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And,	 because	 it	 does	 not	 recognize	 its	 own	 bias,	 it	 does	 not	 allow	 for	 fair	

negotiation.		

The	nature	of	 the	person	 implied	 -	Any	 political	 system,	whether	 it	

acknowledges	 it	 or	 not,	 has	 a	 conception	 of	 the	 human	 person.	 A	 system	

claiming	to	be	neutral	is	suspect	because	its	proponents	are	likely	blind	to	the	

concepts	 implied	 in	 the	 system’s	 foundation.	 Rationalist	 approaches	 typically	

suffer	 from	 this.	They	 stake	 their	 legitimacy	on	being	aseptically	 rational	 and	

free	 from	 any	 value	 or	 preconception,	 but	 then	 present	 their	 premises	 as	

obvious	facts,	that	any	reasonable	person	should	accept	as	self	evident.626	They	

try	 to	 remain	 free	 from	 anything	 not	 purely	 rational,	 but	 are	 challenged	 to	

account	 for	 the	 inevitable	manifestations	of	 reality,	our	moral	conscience	and	

common	sense.	Rawls’s	theory	exemplifies	this	contradiction.627			

His	political	case	 for	 justice	does	have	a	conception	of	 the	self,	as	 it	 “is	

necessary	to	the	 idea	of	the	original	position,”628	stating	that	“we	are	free	and	

independent	selves,	unbound	by	antecedent	moral	ties,	capable	of	choosing	our	

ends	for	ourselves.”629	There	is	no	solid	argument	for	his	conception	of	the	self	

or	 denial	 of	 any	 antecedent	 moral	 ties	 or	 ends	 to	 fulfill.	 Curiously,	 Rawls	

establishes	 that	 the	 “necessary	 conditions	 for	 a	 liberal	 conception	of	 justice…	

be	 realistic.	 The	 first	 is	 that	 it	 must	 rely	 on	 the	 actual	 laws	 of	 nature	 and	

achieve	 the	kind	of	 stability	 those	 laws	allow.”630	What	 laws	of	nature?	Rawls	

																																																								
626	Neuhaus,	American	Babylon,	Notes	of	a	Christian	Exile,	101,	“It	is	important	to	expose	the	fallacious	value-neutrality	
of	those	who	claim	to	argue	from	a	tradition-free	and	autonomous	rationality.”	

627	For	an	excellent	critique	of	some	of	Rawls’	position,	see	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	187–190.	

628	Ibid.,	190.	

629	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	187.		

630	Rawls,	The	Law	of	Peoples,12.	
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makes	no	 further	 reference	 to	 laws	of	nature	or	 to	natural	 law	 in	A	Theory	of	

Justice	and	the	scant	reference	he	makes	in	The	Law	of	Peoples	 is	to	argue	that	

political	liberalism	is	wiser.631		

Having	given	up	Kant	as	his	philosophical	foundation,	he	has	“no	moral	

or	 philosophical	 justification	 apart	 from	 an	 appeal	 to	 the	 shared	

understandings	 implicit	 in	 our	 political	 culture…	 [as	 Rawls	 writes]	 ‘[w]hat	

justifies	a	conception	of	justice	is	not	its	being	true	to	an	order	antecedent	and	

given	to	us,	but	its	congruence	with	our	deeper	understanding	of	ourselves	and	

our	 aspirations,	 and	our	 realization	 that,	 given	our	history	 and	 the	 traditions	

embedded	in	our	public	life,	it	is	the	most	reasonable	doctrine	for	us.’”632		

We	have	seen	in	the	first	chapter,	in	Lasswell’s	American	pragmatism,	a	

similar	 disdain	 for	 having	 to	 provide	 any	 deeper	 basis	 for	 “our	 own	 values.”	

Richard	Rorty	 is	of	 the	 same	mind	as	he	writes,	 “Rawls’	 liberalism	 ‘no	 longer	

seems	 committed	 to	 a	 philosophical	 account	 of	 the	 human	 self,	 but	 only	 to	 a	

historic-sociological	description	of	the	way	we	live	now’.	On	this	view,	Rawls	is	

not	‘supplying	philosophical	foundations	for	democratic	institutions,	but	simply	

trying	to	systematize	the	principles	and	intuitions	typical	of	American	liberals’	

…	 ‘the	 need	 for	 such	 [philosophical]	 legitimation	 may	 gradually	 cease	 to	 be	

felt.’”633		

According	 to	 Sandel	 “Rawls	 pulls	 back	 from	 this	 purely	 pragmatic	

account”634	but	since	he	affirms	virtues	for	political	purposes	only,	it	is	hard	to	

																																																								
631	Ibid.,	103-105.	

632	Rawls,	Kantian	Constructivism	in	Moral	Theory,	77,	quoted	in	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	194.	

633	Rorty,	The	Priority	of	Democracy	to	Philosophy,	quoted	in	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	194.	

634	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	194-195.	
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see	that	he	escapes	the	pragmatic.	Rawls’	model	has	no	real	permanence	being	

based	only	on	 current	 trends	of	American	 life.	This	 reliance	on	his	particular	

demographic	 to	 build	 a	 theory	 of	 justice	 might	 be	 deemed	 ego-centric	 or	

narcissistic,	hardly	appropriate	 to	build	a	 theory	of	 justice	 that	addresses	 the	

challenges	 of	 a	 complicated	 world.635	Other	 theories	 that	 are	 based	 in	 the	

universal	 nature	 of	 the	 human	 person	 are	 better	 equipped	 to	 be	 universally	

applied.		

Rorty’s	arrogance	was	put	 in	context	when	Solzhenitzyn	addressed	the	

Harvard	community	in	1978	and	claimed	that	the	US	and	the	West,	in	its	blind	

confidence	that	the	rest	of	the	world	“should	develop	and	mature	to	the	level	of	

present	day	Western	systems	which	in	theory	are	the	best	and	in	practice	the	

most	attractive”,	 is	 really	 ignorant	and	 indifferent	 to	 the	 reality	of	 the	 rest	of	

the	 world	 “out	 of	 the	 mistake	 of	 measuring	 them	 all	 with	 a	 Western	

yardstick.”636	

The	 weak	 foundation	 of	 the	 self-referenced	 self	 -	 Political	

liberalism’s	 understanding	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 person	 is	 open	 to	 challenge,	

especially	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 arbitrariness	 of	 the	 self-referenced	 self.637	Why	

must	we	set	aside	our	moral	and	religious	convictions	and	our	understanding	

of	 the	highest	human	ends	when	engaging	 in	discourse	 in	 the	political	 space?	

638	According	to	Sandel,			

																																																								
635	Chaput,	Religious	Tolerance	and	the	Common	Good,	“But	the	problem	is	that	much	of	American	culture	right	now	is	
built	on	an	adolescent	fiction.	The	fiction	is	that	life	is	all	about	you	as	an	individual—your	ideas,	your	appetites,	and	
your	needs.	Believe	me:	It	isn’t...	Part	of	being	an	adult	is	the	ability	to	separate	marketing	from	reality;	hype	from	fact”		

636	Solzhenitsyn	,	Address	at	Harvard	Class	Day	Afternoon	Exercises,	1978.		

637	See,	for	example,	Sandel’s	critique	in	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	186-187.	

638	Ibid.,	191	“Once	Rawls	disavows	reliance	on	the	Kantian	conception	of	the	person,	however,	this	way	of	justifying	
the	original	position	is	no	longer	available.	But	this	raises	a	difficult	question:	What	reason	remains	for	insisting	that	
our	reflections	about	justice	should	proceed	without	reference	to	our	purposes	and	ends?	Why	must	we	‘bracket,’	or	set	
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Political	 liberalism	 replies	 as	 follows…	 for	 political	 purposes,	 though	 not	
necessarily	 for	 all	 moral	 purposes,	 we	 should	 think	 of	 ourselves	 as	 free	 and	
independent	citizens,	unclaimed	by	prior	duties	or	obligations.639		

	

Political	 liberalism,	 proposed	 as	 the	 neutral	 and	 limited	 framework	

necessary	 to	protect	 the	rights	of	people	and	negotiate	 their	differences,	now	

occupies	all	public	space	and	denies	participation	to	models	that	are	not	purely	

political.640		 Moral	 or	 religious	 purposes	 are	 relegated	 to	 private	 spaces	 and	

consequently	have	no	relevance	in	the	public	political	space.	To	be	allowed	in	

the	public	space,	our	convictions	must	be	stripped	 from	any	claim	of	 truth	or	

moral	authority	and	must	be	expressed	as	a	mere	opinions	or	preferences.641			

But	as	Sandel	questions:	“Why	should	our	political	identities	not	express	

the	moral	 and	 religious	and	 communal	 convictions	we	affirm	 in	our	personal	

lives?...	Rawls’	answer	is	that	this	separation	or	‘dualism’	between	our	identity	

as	 citizens	 and	 our	 identity	 as	 persons	 ‘originates	 in	 the	 special	 nature	 of	

modern	democratic	societies’.”642		

To	 which	 we	 might	 reply:	 if	 modern	 democratic	 societies	 require	 a	

rupture	 within	 our	 personal	 identities	 which	 directly	 violates	 our	 rights	 to	

																																																																																																																																																												
aside,	our	moral	and	religious	convictions,	our	conceptions	of	the	good	life?	Why	should	not	the	principles	of	justice	
that	govern	the	basic	structure	of	society	be	based	on	our	best	understanding	of	the	highest	human	ends?”		

639	Ibid.,	191-192.		

640	Chaput,	Religious	Tolerance	And	The	Common	Good,	“The	modern	secular	view	of	the	world	assumes	that	religion	is	
superstitious	and	false;	that	it	creates	division	and	conflict;	and	that	real	freedom	can	only	be	ensured	by	keeping	God	
out	of	the	public	square.”		

641	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	192-193,	n.	29,	quoting	Rawls,	Political	Liberalism,	30,	33,	“The	notion	
that	we	should	regard	our	moral	and	religious	duties	as	‘self-authenticating	from	a	political	point	of	view’	(33)	accords	
with	Rawls	statement,	in	A	Theory	of	Justice,	that	‘from	the	standpoint	of	justice	as	fairness,	these	(moral	and	religious)	
obligations	are	self	imposed’	(206).	But	it	is	not	clear	what	the	justification	can	be,	on	such	a	view,	for	according	
religious	beliefs	or	claims	of	conscience	a	special	respect	not	accorded	other	preferences	people	may	hold	with	equal	or	
greater	intensity	(205-11).”	

642	Ibid.,	193.	
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freedom	 of	 thought	 or	 religion643	by	 forbidding	 its	 free	 manifestation	 in	 the	

public	space,	then	this	model	of	democratic	society	is	invalid.	A	society	of	self-

referenced	 selves,	 of	weak	 individuals	 that	 can	 only	 express	 preferences	 and	

not	convictions	is	a	weak	society644	ripe	for	abuse.645	The	Universal	Declaration	

of	Human	Rights	 itself,	 one	 of	 the	most	most	widely	 accepted	 public	 political	

documents,	encumbers	us	with	duties	and	relations	such	as	being	“members	of	

the	human	 family,”	 sharing	 the	 “conscience	of	mankind”	and	 the	 “dignity	and	

worth	 of	 the	 human	 person,”646	and	 imposing	 “limitations…	 [of]	 the	 just	

requirements	 of	 morality.”647	This	 puts	 in	 question	 the	 merit	 of	 a	 society	

ordered	for	the	independent	self-referenced	self.		

c)	A	Neutral	Framework?	

Political	liberalism	argues	its	legitimacy	on	providing	a	fair	and	neutral	

process	 for	 solving	 political	 differences	 in	 the	 public	 space.	Here	we	will	 see	

that	 it	 is	 neither	 fair	 nor	 neutral	 and	 that	 far	 from	 restraining	 itself	 to	 the	

political	process,	similarly	as	the	policy	sciences	we	studied	in	the	first	chapter,	

it	invades,	judges	and	compromises	all	of	human	activity	and	life.	

Whether	 the	 right	 can	 be	 prior	 to	 the	 good	 -	 Rawls	 bases	 his	

contention	 that	 the	 right	 is	prior	 to	 the	good	because	 the	 self	 exists	 first	 and	

then	chooses	 its	ends.	“For	the	self	 is	prior	to	the	ends	which	are	affirmed	by	
																																																								
643	UN,	Universal	Declaration	of	Human	Rights,	art.	18,	“freedom	of	thought,	conscience	and	religion	[	and	to]	either	
alone	or	in	community	with	others	and	in	public	or	private,	to	manifest	[our]	religion	or	belief	in	teaching,	practice,	
worship	and	observance”,	[hereinafter	UDHR]	

644	Chaput,	Remarks	to	City	Club	of	Denver,	[by]	“separating	religious	faith	from	public	life,	we	begin	to	separate	
government	from	morality	and	citizens	from	their	consciences.	And	that	leads	to	politics	without	character,	which	is	
now	a	national	epidemic.”,		

645	Chaput,	“Seeing	Clearly”,	“A	fully	secularized	public	life	would	mean	policy	by	the	powerful	for	the	powerful	because	
no	permanent	principles	can	exist	in	a	morally	neutral	vacuum.	Finally,	secularism	isn't	really	morally	neutral.	It's	
actively	destructive.	It	undermines	community.	It	attacks	the	heart	of	what	it	means	to	be	human.”		

646	UN,	UDHR,	Preamble.	

647	UN,	UDHR,	Art	29.		
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it.”648	However,	 this	 overlooks	 who	 the	 person	 truly	 is.	 This	 individualist	

conception	of	human	nature	starts	with	a	self,	devoid	of	everything	except	 its	

free	will.	Rawls’	questioned	position	asserts	that	the	right	is	prior	to	the	good	in	

two	ways.	First,	“certain	individual	rights	‘trump,’	or	outweigh,	considerations	

of	the	common	good.	Second,	the	right	is	prior	to	the	good	in	that	the	principles	

of	 justice	 that	 specify	 our	 rights	 do	 not	 depend	 for	 their	 justification	 on	 any	

particular	conception	of	the	good	life.”649	

The	first	argument	is	debatable	since	individual	rights	can	be	subjective	

preferences,	 as	 opposed	 to	 the	 objective	 and	 moral	 consistency	 of	 duties	 to	

others	 and	 to	 the	 common	 good.650	With	 regards	 to	 the	 second	 argument,	 a	

“number	 of	 political	 philosophers	 writing	 in	 the	 1980s	 took	 issue	 with	 the	

notion	that	justice	can	be	detached	from	considerations	of	the	good…	whether	

rights	 can	 be	 identified	 and	 justified	 in	 a	way	 that	 does	 not	 presuppose	 any	

particular	 conception	of	 the	good.”651	Rawls’s	argument	 that	he	only	 refers	 to	

the	 political	 is	 also	 subject	 to	 challenge:	 “As	 a	 philosophical	 matter,	 our	

reflections	 about	 justice	 cannot	 reasonably	 be	 detached	 from	 our	 reflections	

about	the	nature	of	the	good	life…	As	a	political	matter,	our	deliberations	about	

justice	and	rights	cannot	proceed	without	reference	 to	 the	conceptions	of	 the	

good	 that	 find	expressions…	 [our]	 cultures	and	 traditions.”652	In	 short,	 justice	

cannot	remain	meaningful	lacking	any	connection	to	the	truth	and	the	good.653		

																																																								
648	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	187,	quoting	Rawls,	A	Theory	of	Justice,	560.	

649	Ibid.,	185.	

650	Ibid.,	188.	

651	Ibid.,	186.	

652	Ibid.,	186-187.	

653	Pope	 Benedict	 XVI,	 Address	 for	 “La	 Sapienza,”	 “Jürgen	 Habermas	 .	 .	 .	 says	 that	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 a	 constitutional	
charter,	as	a	basis	for	what	is	legal,	derives	from	two	sources:	from	the	equal	participation	of	all	citizens	in	the	political	
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The	limits	and	relevance	of	the	political	space	-	Political	liberalism’s	

premise	is	that	people	in	society	have	different	worldviews;	thus,	a	reasonable	

and	 practical	 compromise	 is	 necessary,	 a	 social	 contract	 in	 which	 justice,	

conceived	 of	 as	 fairness	 and	 due	 process,	 solves	 differences.	 This	 premise	

cannot	 and	 is	 not	 meant	 to	 cover	 many	 important	 parts	 of	 life.	 It	 should	

recognize	its	limits	and	allow	other	institutions	to	provide	for	other	dimensions	

of	the	common	good.	“Thus,	political	liberalism	agrees	with	David	Hollenbach,	

S.J.,	 when	 he	writes:	 ‘Not	 the	 least	 important	 of	 [the	 transformation	 brought	

about	by	Aquinas]	was	his	insistence	that	the	political	life	of	a	people	is	not	the	

highest	realization	of	the	good	of	which	they	are	capable—an	insight	that	lies	at	

the	root	of	constitutional	theories	of	limited	government.’”654		

In	this	context,	“majority	rule…	has	a	subordinate	place	as	a	procedural	

device”655	and	cannot	guarantee	that	its	outcome	is	either	just	or	right.	It	is	only	

the	best	decision	we	can	arrive	at	in	the	circumstances.	Rawls	clarifies	that	any	

such	 decisions	 should	 not	 be	 a	 compromise	 between	 competing	 interests,656	

but	 strive	 “to	 find	 the	 best	 policy	 as	 defined	 by	 the	 principles	 of	 justice.”657	

Unfortunately	 this	 ignores	 human	 frailty,	 since	 agents	 in	 the	 limited	 political	

space	will	tend	to	overreach	and	grab	all	public	space	and	rule	it	according	to	

their	own	 interests.	This,	of	 course,	would	remind	us	of	George	Washington’s	

																																																																																																																																																												
process	 and	 from	 the	 reasonable	 manner	 in	 which	 political	 disputes	 are	 resolved.	 With	 regard	 to	 this	 ‘reasonable	
manner,’	he	notes	that	it	cannot	simply	be	a	fight	for	arithmetical	majorities,	but	must	have	the	character	of	a	‘process	
of	 argumentation	 sensitive	 to	 the	 truth’…	 I	 find	 it	 significant	 that	 Habermas	 speaks	 of	 sensibility	 to	 the	 truth	 as	 a	
necessary	element	 in	the	process	of	political	argument,	 thereby	reintroducing	the	concept	of	truth	into	philosophical	
and	political	debate.”	

654	Rawls,	The	Idea	of	Public	Reason	Revisited,	154,	n.	52.	

655	Rawls,	A	Theory	of	Justice,	313,	“[with	majority	rule]	there	is	no	assurance	that	just	legislation	will	be	enacted.	There	
is	nothing	to	the	view,	then,	that	what	the	majority	wills	is	right.	In	fact,	none	of	the	traditional	conceptions	of	justice	
have	held	this	doctrine…”		

656	Ibid.,	314.	

657	Ibid.		
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words,658	that	 democracy	 needs	 virtue	 to	 function	 properly.659	The	 tendency,	

however,	 is	not	only	 to	disregard	virtue	and	values,	 especially	 religious	ones,	

but	to	ridicule	them	and	proscribe	them	from	the	public	space.660		

The	 unacknowledged	 secular	 bias	 at	 work	 -	 The	 neutral	 political	

space	 in	 a	 democratic	 society	 is	 in	 theory,	 limited.	 Conversely,	 totalitarian	

regimes	frequently	reject	boundaries	and	intervene	in	all	areas	of	the	life	of	its	

citizens,	crushing	dissent	and	marshaling	all	people	and	their	resources	to	the	

service	of	 the	state.	People	will	 resist	 this,	 seeking	 to	affirm	 their	dignity	and	

rights,	which	are	prior	to	any	state,	totalitarian	or	democratic.	The	capacity	of	

Poland’s	people,	to	maintain	their	cultural	and	religious	identity	in	spite	of	the	

communist	 totalitarian	regime	attests	 to	 the	resourcefulness	and	resilience	of	

human	nature	when	these	rights	are	infringed.	

When	 people	 and	 political	 agents	 in	 democracies	 recognize	 both	 their	

limits	and	 limitations,	and	respect	 the	moral	and	religious	values	 that	dignify	

their	public	lives,	a	fruitful	balance	is	established.	Churches	are	free	to	function	

and	regulate	themselves	but	not	abuse	their	moral	influence,	remaining	subject	

to	 civil	 authority.661	The	 state	 rules	 the	 political	 space	 but	 is	 subject	 to	 the	

																																																								
658	George	Washington,	Farewell	Address,	20,	“Of	all	the	dispositions	and	habits	which	lead	to	political	prosperity,	
Religion	and	morality	are	indispensable	supports…	Let	it	simply	be	asked	where	is	the	security	for	property,	for	
reputation,	for	life,	if	the	sense	of	religious	obligation	desert	the	Oaths,	which	are	the	instruments	of	investigation	in	
Courts	of	Justice?	And	let	us	with	caution	indulge	the	supposition,	that	morality	can	be	maintained	without	religion…	
'Tis	substantially	true,	that	virtue	or	morality	is	a	necessary	spring	of	popular	government.”		

659	Chaput,	Acceptance	Remarks:	"The	Canterbury	Award",	“American	ideals	require	a	certain	kind	of	citizen	to	make	
them	work.		That’s	why	John	Adams	said	that	“Our	Constitution	was	made	only	for	a	moral	and	religious	people.		It	is	
wholly	inadequate	to	the	government	of	any	other.””		

660	Chaput,	Religious	Tolerance	and	the	Common	Good,	“In	Europe,	Pope	Benedict	XVI	has	warned	of	a	growing	culture…	
[that]	denies	Christians	“the	right	to	intervene	in	public	debates.		And	even	in	the	United	States,	where…	[it]	could	not	
have	been	imagined	by	her	founders	without	an	understanding	of	God	and	man	shaped	deeply	by	the	Christian	faith…	
you’ll	find	literally	dozens	of	movies	that	cast	religious	believers	in	general—and	Catholics	in	particular—as	fools	or	
hypocrites	or	worse.”	

661	Rawls,	The	Idea	of	Public	Reason	Revisited,	158.		
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moral	 judgment	of	 the	churches,	which	act	as	society’s	conscience,	 reminding	

the	state	that	human	dignity	and	its	moral	character	have	precedence	over	it.662	

	The	 solution	 is	 neither	 a	 state	 that	 rules	 unchallenged,	 nor	 a	 church	

dominating	 the	 state.	 Rather,	 the	 state	 and	 the	 church	 each	 in	 its	 own	 role,	

complement	 and	 hold	 each	 other	 in	 check.	 There	 is	 an	 asymmetry	 since	 the	

state	can	enforce	 its	rule	while	 the	churches	can	only	voice	 their	opinion,	but	

that	is	in	accordance	to	their	nature,	and	poses	no	problem	as	long	as	the	state	

does	 not	 abuse	 this	 asymmetry.	 Maintaining	 this	 balance	 requires	 people	 of	

wisdom	 and	 virtue,	 both	 in	 the	 churches	 as	 in	 the	 state.	 Otherwise,	 the	

churches	will	try	to	abuse	its	moral	influence,	or	the	state	will	abuse	its	power,	

silencing	 or	 reducing	 to	 irrelevance	 what	 it	 considers	 a	 limitation	 to	 its	

power.663	This	 tendency	 is	 not	 new,	 as	 Chaput	 observes:	 “I'm	 tired	 of	 the	

Church	 and	 her	 people	 being	 told	 to	 be	 quiet	 on	 public	 issues	 that	 urgently	

concern	us.”664	What	is	new	is	the	tendency	to	identify	the	public	space	with	the	

political	and	consequently	exercise	 the	need	 to	 render	 it	 secular	and	purge	 it	

from	any	religious	or	moral	values.	This	is	not	an	honest	mistake.	It	reveals	an	

ideologically	charged	stance,	marked	with	passion	and	prejudice.		

																																																								
662	Chaput,	Religious	Tolerance	and	the	Common	Good,	“But	if	we	remove	God	from	public	discourse,	we	also	remove	the	
only	authority	higher	than	political	authority,	and	the	only	authority	that	guarantees	the	sanctity	of	the	individual.	If	
the	twentieth	century	taught	us	anything,	it’s	that	modern	states	tend	to	eat	their	own	people,	and	the	only	thing	
stopping	this	is	a	resistance	based	in	the	human	spirit	but	anchored	in	a	higher	authority—which	almost	always	means	
religious	witness.	You	know,	there’s	a	reason	why…	Individuals	pose	no	threat	to	any	state.	They	can	be	lied	to,	bullied,	
arrested,	or	killed.	But	communities	of	faith	do	pose	a	threat.	Religious	witness	does	have	power,	and	communities	of	
faith	are	much	harder	to	silence	or	kill.”	

663	Chaput,	Religious	Tolerance	and	the	Common	Good,	“This	is	why	active	religious	faith	has	always	been	so	distrusted	
and	feared	by	every	one	of	the	big	modern	ideologies—whether	it’s	Marxism,	or	fascism,	or	the	cult	of	selfishness	and	
comfortable	atheism	that	we	see	in	Europe	and	the	United	States	today.”		

664	Chaput,	Religion	and	the	common	good.	
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		There	are	many	instances	that	illustrate	this,	such	as	denying	Europe’s	

Christian	heritage	 in	 the	preamble	of	 the	European	Union’s	constitution,665	or	

ordering	to	remove	crucifixes	from	classrooms,666	pressuring	nations	to	accept	

abortion, 667 	restrictions	 on	 public	 expressions	 of	 religion, 668 	particularly	

Christianity,669	and	outright	intolerance,670	asserting	“gay	rights”	over	religious	

freedoms,671	forcing	 churches	 to	 contradict	 their	 moral	 teachings,672	and	

leading	public	 spaces,	 such	as	public	 schools	 to	disapprove	any	expression	of	

religiosity.673	The	 double	 standard	 displayed	 in	 forbidding	 the	 crucifixes	

because	 they	 might	 offend	 someone	 and	 protecting	 pornography	 as	 free	

expression,	 disregarding	 that	 it	 offends,	 injures	 children’s	 sensitivity,	 denies	

parental	rights,	and	even	disregards	legitimate	state	interest	in	dealing	with	a	

widespread	 health	 issue,	 reveals	 a	 secular	 ideological	 position	 where	 any	

																																																								
665	Text	of	the	preamble	of	the	constitution	available	at	
http://www.unizar.es/euroconstitucion/library/constitution_29.10.04/part_I_EN.pdf	and	one	of	the	many	statements	
of	Pope	John	Paul	II	where	he	deplores	that	historic	cultural	roots	of	Europe	have	not	been	acknowledged,	available	at	
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/speeches/2004/october/documents/hf_jp-
ii_spe_20041030_polonia_en.html	

666	A	case	is	"Lautsi	vs	Italy"	which	ruling	is	available	at	
http://cmiskp.echr.coe.int/tkp197/view.asp?action=html&documentId=857725&portal=hbkm&source=externalbydoc
number&table=F69A27FD8FB86142BF01C1166DEA398649	

667	An	example	is	the	Charter	of	Rights	in	the	Lisbon	Treaty	that	overrides	EU	countries’	right	to	decide	on	abortion.	See	
at	http://www.coircampaign.org/index.php/info-euguide/lisbon-and-abortion	

668	Chaput,	The	Vocation	of	Christians	in	American	Public	Life,	“dealing	with	a	culture	that	increasingly	derides	religious	
faith	in	general,	and	the	Christian	faith	in	particular.”		

669	Chaput,	(he	served	in	the	U.S.	Commission	on	International	Religious	Freedom),	Christmas	under	Siege	around	the	
World,	Religious	Freedom	Panel	Remarks,	“Three	things	distinguish	anti-Christian	persecution	and	discrimination	
around	the	world.	First,	it’s	ugly.	Second,	it’s	growing.	And	third,	the	mass	media	generally	ignore	or	downplay	its	
gravity.”		

670	Chaput,	OSCE	Conference	on	Anti-Semitism	and	Other	Forms	of	Intolerance	(Session	5),	“Discrimination	and	
intolerance	toward	Christians	and	minority	religious	groups	are	rising	in	several	areas	of	the	world	today.	Europe,	
despite	its	heritage,	is	not	immune…	This	is	state-sponsored	discrimination,	and	it	violates	OSCE	commitments	to	
promote	religious	freedom	for	all.	An	equally	dangerous	trend	now	dominates	other	OSCE	states,	where	public	
expressions	of	religious	faith	often	seem	to	be	ridiculed	as	fundamentalism.	In	the	name	of	respecting	all	religions,	a	
new	form	of	secular	intolerance	is	sometimes	imposed.	Out	of	fear	of	religious	fundamentalism,	a	new	kind	of	secular	
fundamentalism	may	be	coerced	on	public	institutions	and	political	discourse.”		

671	Catholic	News	Agency,	Same-Sex	Marriage	Will	Impact	Religious	Liberty	Say	Experts,	As	Georgetown’s	professor	
“Chai	Feldblum…	holds,	the	dignity	and	equality	of	gay	people	should	almost	always	outweigh	considerations	of	
religious	freedom.”	

672	Catholic	News	Agency,	D.C.	Council	Members	Push	for	Same	Sex	‘Marriage’	Compromise	(Nov.	21,	2009),		

673	Catholic	News	Agency,	“Rutherford	Institute	Takes	Case	of	Boy	Given	Psych	Evaluation	After	Drawing	Jesus.”	
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choice	 on	 a	 sexual	 issue	 is	 a	 protected	 expression	 of	 liberty	 while	 anything	

religious	is	potentially	harmful	or	invasive.674	

d)	The	Dynamics	of	Ethical	Public	Reasoning	

In	political	 liberalism,	public	reason	requires	 free	and	equal	citizens675	

and	 a	 language	 appropriate	 for	 the	 discussion.	 It	 separates	 secular,	

philosophical,	 or	 religious	 comprehensive	 doctrines	 from	 the	 liberal	 political	

conceptions	 which	 provide	 the	 principles	 for	 public	 reason.676	It	 limits	 the	

reasons	 that	 can	 be	 used677	excluding	 reasons	 based	 on	 comprehensive	

doctrines,	 assuming	 that	 all	 will	 agree	 on	 reasons	 based	 on	 liberal	 political	

conceptions.678	Political	 liberalism	proceeds	to	public	arguments	which	aim	to	

make	 the	 best	 policy	 or	 decision.679	One	 difficulty	 is	 the	 limitation	 placed	 on	

language,	which	consequently,	reduces	human	experience.	

Sandel	 explains	 that	 Rawls’	 says	 “political	 liberalism	 refuses	 to	 take	

sides	 in	 the	moral	 and	 religious	 controversies	 that	arise	 from	comprehensive	

doctrines.”	680	Therefore,	Rawls	no	longer	expects	people	to	agree	on	why	they	

																																																								
674	The	examples	given	here	were	compiled	around	2010.	In	the	years	that	have	past	until	2017,	both	the	seriousness	
and	the	frequency	of	these	violations	have	increased	exponentially.	

675	Rawls,	The	Idea	of	Public	Reason	Revisited,	171	“we	think	of	persons	as	reasonable	and	rational,	as	free	and	equal	
citizens,	with	the	two	moral	powers	[note	84,	the	capacity	for	a	conception	of	justice	and	the	capacity	for	a	conception	
of	the	good].”		

676	Ibid.,	143.		

677	Ibid.,	139,	note	21,	“to	reasons	consistent	with	their	seeing	other	citizens	as	equals.”		

678	Ibid.,	165-166	“public	reason	is	not	a	view	about	specific	political	institutions	or	policies.	Rather,	it	is	a	view	about	
the	kinds	of	reasons	on	which	citizens	are	to	rest	their	political	cases	in	making	their	political	justifications	to	one	
another…	concerning	fundamental	political	questions.”	

679	Ibid.,	155	“Public	justification	is	not	simply	valid	reasoning,	but	argument	addressed	to	others:	it	proceeds	correctly	
from	premises	we	accept	and	think	others	could	reasonably	accept	to	conclusions	we	think	they	could	also	reasonably	
accept.”	

680	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	189-190	
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support	political	 liberalism,	but	simply	to	achieve	an	“overlapping	consensus”	

which	people	support	for	different	reasons.681	

The	curious	case	of	human	rights	-	The	weaknesses	of	an	‘overlapping	

consensus’	 are	 illustrated	 in	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 Universal	 Declaration	 of	

Human	 Rights	 (UDHR).	 There	 was	 no	 consensus	 on	 the	 foundation	 for	

establishing	 the	UDHR,	 although	 in	 the	wake	of	World	War	 II	 and	 its	horrors	

there	 was	 support	 for	 the	 rights	 it	 included.682	The	 UDHR	 was	 adopted	

December	10,	1948	by	a	vote	of	48	in	favor,	0	against,	and	8	abstentions.683	The	

UDHR	has	not	been	contested	as	such.	However,	support	for	some	of	its	rights	

has	 waned,	 which	 demonstrates	 the	 fragility	 of	 such	 a	 consensus.	 Secularist	

advocates	 in	western	democracies,	arguing	 for	separation	of	church	and	state	

have	tried	to	limit	religious	expression	to	the	private	sphere,	while	totalitarian	

regimes	 have	 persecuted	 religions,684	violating	 Article	 18.685	Freedoms	 of	

opinion	and	expression	in	Article	19	have	suffered	as	well.	

Concerted	 efforts	 of	 solidarity	 at	 the	 national	 and	 international	 levels	

are	required	to	achieve	rights	such	as	economic,	social,	and	cultural	rights,	the	

right	to	an	adequate	standard	of	living,	which	includes	access	to	food,	clothing,	

housing,	 medical	 care,	 necessary	 social	 services,	 and	 social	 security,	 and	 the	

																																																								
681	Ibid.,	189-190,	“Rather	than	seek	a	philosophical	foundation	for	principles	of	justice,	political	liberalism	seeks	the	
support	of	an	‘overlapping	consensus.’”		

682	Germán	Doig,	Derechos	Humanos	y	Enseñanza	Social	de	la	Iglesia,	146,	note	129	refers	how	there	was	agreement	in	
the	wording	of	the	declaration	but	not	in	the	philosophical	foundation	or	juridical	interpretation.		

683		Ibid.,	145.	

684	Chaput,	OSCE	Conference	on	Anti-Semitism,	“Direct	discrimination	has	the	shape	of	legal	restrictions,	and	often	
police	harassment	and	legal	barriers,	designed	to	stamp	out	unauthorized	or	unpopular	religious	communities	or	to	
limit	the	legitimate	exercise	of	their	religious	freedom.”;		Chaput,		“Acceptance	Remarks:	The	Canterbury	Award,"	“I	
never	really	understood	what	that	[religious]	freedom	meant,	though,	until	I	served	on	the	U.S.	Commission	on	
International	Religious	Freedom	and	saw	what	its	absence	looks	like…	in	so	many	countries	around	the	globe.”	

685		UDHR,	Article	18.	
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right	to	education.686	Sixty	years	after	the	UDHR	was	adopted,	efforts	to	achieve	

these	rights	for	all	show	woefully	inadequate	results.687	In	low-income	families,	

parents’	 right	 to	 choose	 the	 kind	 of	 education	 for	 their	 children	 cannot	 be	

exercised	because	the	states	hold,	for	all	practical	purposes,	a	monopoly	on	free	

education.688		

Newly	 invented	 reproductive	 rights689	currently	 receive	more	 political	

attention	and	funding	than	those	originally	established,	making	it	arguable	that	

even	 a	 global	 consensus	 on	 human	 rights	 is	 insufficient	 lacking	 the	 personal	

moral	 commitment	 of	 the	 people.	 The	UDHR	 is	 an	 egregious	 example	 of	 how	

overlapping	 consensus	 makes	 a	 weak	 foundation	 for	 a	 political	 conception	

developed	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 ensuring	 justice	 and	 protecting	 the	 rights	 of	

people.	A	more	vigorous	source	of	virtue	and	moral	values	is	needed.	

The	 contribution	 of	 comprehensive	 religious	 doctrines	 -	 Rawls	

acknowledges	 the	 need	 for	 personal	 moral	 commitment	 to	 sustain	 civic	

agreements.690	Faith	traditions,	regarded	as	comprehensive	doctrines,	are	part	

of	the	background	culture	that	gives	richness	and	consistency	to	society.	With	

restrictions,	 Rawls	 admits	 “introducing	 comprehensive	 doctrines	 into	 public	

																																																								
686		UDHR,	Articles	22,	25,	26.	

687	UN,	Message	of	the	Secretary-General	on	Human	Rights	Day,	2008.	

688	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Ecclesia	in	America,	§71.		

689	UNFPA,	Abortion	is	legal	in	many	countries	and	supported	by	policies	of	UN	and	EU.	See	emphasis	of	promotion	of	
universal	sexual	and	reproductive	health	services	(which	include	abortion)	and	defining	reproductive	health	as	a	basic	
human	right.	Sexual	or	reproductive	health	or	abortion	were	not	established	by	the	UDHR.	

690	Rawls,	The	Idea	of	Public	Reason	Revisited,	152-53.	
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political	discussion.”691	This	is	different	from	the	background	culture	where	he	

emphasizes	“there	are	no	restrictions.”692		

Rawls	 argues	 that	 faith	 traditions	 can	participate	 in	public	 reason	and	

provides	 the	 example	 of	 an	 interpretation	 of	 Shari’a	 law	 compatible	 with	

constitutional	 democracy.693	He	 even	 argues	 that	 there	 is	 value	 in	 that	 “each	

[publicly]	 declare	 our	 own	 comprehensive	 doctrine”	 for	 it	 allows	 that	 other	

“citizens…	 are	 reassured,	 and	 this	 strengthens	 civic	 friendship.” 694 	The	

presence	 of	 faith	 traditions	 in	 public	 reason,	 provided	 they	 argue	 with	

politically	valid	reasons,	is	not	a	threat	or	a	distortion.695		

	Beyond	 Rawls’	 limitations,	 it	 can	 be	 argued	 that	 the	 space	 for	 ethical	

reasoning	can	and	should	be	enlarged	to	benefit	from	the	reasonably	expressed	

moral	 and	 spiritual	 content	 of	 religious	 traditions.	Rawls	himself	 affirms	 that	

“[a]nother	 essential	 feature	 of	 public	 reason	 is	 that	 its	 political	 conceptions	

should	be	complete…	so	that	those	values	alone	give	a	reasonable	answer	to	all,	

or	nearly	all,	questions	involving	constitutional	essentials	and	matters	of	basic	

justice.”696	It	 is	difficult	to	see	how	public	reason	by	itself	can	give	meaningful	

answer	to	all	these	questions	while	excluding	all	that	is	not	political,	such	as	the	

significant	content	from	faith	traditions.	The	obstacle	for	this	seems	to	respond	

more	to	the	secular	bias	mentioned	earlier.	

																																																								
691	Ibid.,	152.	

692	Ibid.,	153,	note	51	

693	Ibid.,	151,	note	46,	It	is	argued	that	it	is	a	perfect	example	of	overlapping	consensus.	

694	Ibid.,	155.	

695	Ibid.,	145.		

696	Ibid.,	144-145.	



	 195	

The	 secular	 bias	 -	 In	 the	 United	 States,	 the	 First	 Amendment	 to	 the	

Constitution	 states	 that	 “Congress	 shall	 make	 no	 law	 respecting	 an	

establishment	 of	 religion,	 or	 prohibiting	 the	 free	 exercise	 thereof”	 which	 is	

commonly	 understood	 as	 “separation	 of	 church	 and	 state”697	and	mistakenly	

used	to	restrict	expressions	of	faith	in	the	public	debate.698	There	is	a	confusion	

between	the	public	and	the	secular	which	is	ill	used	to	enforce	a	secularist	view	

in	all	that	is	public.699		

As	discussed	above,	this	secular	bias	seeks	to	impose	itself	disregarding	

reasonable	discourse,	 factual	 history,	 and	human	and	national	 rights.	Rawls’s	

claim	 of	 fairness	 is	 mistaken,	 or	 at	 least	 naïve,	 as	 illustrated	 when	 we	 see	

political	liberalism	used	to	disregard	social	duties	and	commitments	in	favor	of	

the	 free	 rein	 of	 the	 self,	 and	 when	 secularism	 overrides	 religious	 rights.	

Political	 liberalism’s	 secular	 proviso	might	 not	 have	 been	 designed	 for	 these	

purposes,	but	it	tends	to	produce	these	outcomes.700		

																																																								
697	Chaput,	The	Vocation	of	Christians	in	American	Public	Life,	“Kennedy	said:	‘I	believe	in	an	America	where	the	
separation	of	Church	and	state	is	absolute’…		The	trouble	is,	the	Constitution	doesn’t	say	that.		The	Founders	and	
Framers	didn’t	believe	that…	the	“separation	of	Church	and	state”	had	little	force	in	American	consciousness	until	
Justice	Hugo	Black	excavated	it	from	a	private	letter	President	Thomas	Jefferson	wrote…	then	used	Jefferson’s	phrase	in	
the	Supreme	Court’s	Everson	v.	Board	of	Education	decision	in	1947.”	

698	Ibid.,	“America’s	Catholic	bishops…	[in	1948]	strongly	endorsed	American	democracy	and	religious	freedom.		They	
also	strongly	challenged	Justice	Black’s	logic	in	Everson.	The	bishops	wrote	that	‘It	would	be	an	utter	distortion	of	
American	history	and	law’	to	force	the	nation’s	public	institutions	into	an	‘indifference	to	religion	and	the	exclusion	of	
cooperation	between	religion	and	government	.	.	.’”	

699	Chaput,	Remarks	to	City	Club	of	Denver,	“The	“separation	of	Church	and	state”	can	never	mean	that	religious	
believers	should	be	silent	about	legislative	issues,	the	appointment	of	judges	or	public	policy…	it’s	very	much	the	job	of	
the	Church	to	guide	Catholics	to	think	and	act	in	accord	with	their	faith…	What	the	Founders	intended	was…	[not]	any	
prohibition	against	religious	believers,	religious	leaders	or	religious	communities	taking	an	active	role	in	public	issues	
and	the	political	process.	The	idea	of	exiling	religion	from	public	debate	would	have	made	no	sense	to	them.”		

700	Chaput,	Seeing	Clearly,	1st	Annual	Orange	County	Prayer	Breakfast,	“key	differences	exist	between	public	
institutions	which	are	simply	non-sectarian,	and	today's	secularist	ideology.	Everybody	can	live	with	the	former.	No	
Christian	in	his	or	her	right	mind	should	want	to	live	with	the	latter.	Whenever	you	hear	loud	fretting	sparked	by	an	
irrational	fear	of	an	Established	Church,	somebody's	trying	to	force	religious	believers	and	communities	out	of	the	
public	discussion	of	issues…	Finally,	secularism	isn't	really	morally	neutral…	It	rejects	the	sacred	while	posturing	itself	
as	neutral	to	the	sacred.	It	ignores	the	most	basic	questions	of	social	purpose	and	personal	meaning	by	writing	them	off	
as	private	idiosyncrasies.	It	also	just	doesn't	work	--	in	fact,	by	its	nature	it	can't	work	–	as	a	life-giving	principle	for	
society.”		
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Limits	 of	 political	 liberalism	 and	 the	 space	 for	 faith	 -	 Political	

liberalism	allows	Catholic	expressions	of	the	common	good	in	political	space	as	

long	 as	 they	 are	 expressed	 as	 political	 values.701	These	 expressions	 must	 be	

stripped	from	any	moral,	religious	or	philosophical	content.	Why	should	these	

limitations	 be	 accepted?	 Why	 should	 these	 significant	 considerations	 be	 set	

aside	when	discussing	matters	of	great	relevance	in	justice?	Sandel	challenges	

political	liberalism’s	conception	of	justice	with	three	objections:	

[f]irst,…	it	 is	not	always	reasonable	to	bracket,	or	set	aside	for	political	
purposes,	claims	arising	from	within	comprehensive	moral	and	religious	
doctrines.…	Second…	it	cannot	be	said	that	there	is	a	‘fact	of	reasonable	
pluralism’	about	morality	and	religion	that	does	not	apply	to	questions	
of	 justice.	 Third…	 [that]	 citizens	 may	 not	 legitimately	 discuss	
fundamental	 political	 and	 constitutional	 questions	 with	 reference	 to	
their	 moral	 and	 religious	 ideals…	 is	 an	 unduly	 severe	 restriction	 that	
would	impoverish	political	discourse	and	rule	out	important	dimensions	
of	public	deliberation.702		
The	 political	 conception	 of	 political	 liberalism	 excludes	 moral	 and	

religious	concepts	from	reasonable	argument	in	public	political	space.		

However,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 include	 faith	 traditions	 in	 public	 political	

discourse	 to	 fill	 the	 void	 left	 by	 political	 liberalism	 and	 to	 provide	 a	 more	

complete	 account	 of	 individuals	 and	 society	 so	 that	 we	 can	 achieve	 a	 more	

integral	 approach	 to	 what	 justice	 implies.	 As	 a	 model	 for	 ethical	 public	

reasoning	and	political	organization	political	liberalism	is	seriously	incomplete.	

Its	 effort	 to	 disentangle	 itself	 from	 any	 philosophical	 groundings	 have	

compromised	its	ability	to	say	something	relevant	or	permanent	about	human	

nature	and	society.	In	practice,	it	ignores	the	moral	and	spiritual	aspects	of	the	

human	person	and	consequently	excludes	 them	 from	public	 space.	 It	 reduces	

																																																								
701	Rawls,	The	Idea	of	Public	Reason	Revisited,	142.	

702	Sandel,	Liberalism	and	the	Limits	of	Justice,	196-218.	
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human	persons	to	self-referenced	selves,	a	very	weak	foundation	for	any	social	

project.	

Justice	 reduced	 to	 fairness	 and	 catering	 to	 the	 demands	 and	

expectations	of	self-referenced	selves	impoverishes	public	space	and	renders	it	

unable	to	account	for	or	protect	what	human	persons	value	and	cherish.	Justice	

loses	its	connection	to	the	truth,	to	the	good,	to	what	is	moral	and	spiritual.	It	is	

hostile	 to	virtues,	 values,	 and	anything	 that	 is	not	 strictly	 secular.	 It	does	not	

include	 truth,	 charity,	 or	 openness	 to	 God,	 and	 therefore,	 includes	 no	 hope.	

Consequently,	 it	 offers	 little	 motivation	 for	 building	 a	 better	 society	 and	

working	for	justice.		

Faith	traditions	can	advance	ethical	reasoning	by	contributing	centuries	

of	wisdom	and	reflection,	by	providing	moral	conscience,	values,	and	spiritual	

depth,	and	by	offering	the	compelling	force	and	energy	which	only	stems	from	

commitments	to	God.	Therefore,	it	is	critical	that	faith	traditions	remain	free	to	

speak	in	the	public	space	without	the	restrictions	Rawls	establishes	for	political	

discussion.	 Political	 liberalism	 does	 not	 provide	 compelling	 arguments	 for	

excluding	 faith	 traditions	 from	 public	 arguments,	 even	 less	 if	 it	 means	

neglecting	 or	 denying	 the	 relevance	 of	 the	moral	 and	 spiritual	 in	 the	 human	

person.	

In	 chapter	 one	 and	 two	 we	 have	 covered	 the	 birth	 and	 growth	 of	

Sustainable	 Development	 and	 its	 current	 relevance	 to	 our	 future	 as	 a	 global	

society.	 As	we	 identified	 serious	 distortions	 in	 both	 theory	 and	 practice,	 this	

chapter	 has	 contrasted	 with	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 human	 person	 that	 forged	

Western	 culture,	 the	 underlying	 conceptions	 of	 current	 political	 thought	 that	
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cause	those	distortions.	The	next	two	chapters	will	show	how	a	comprehensive	

Human	 Ecology	 can	 integrate	 Sustainable	 Development	 correcting	 its	

distortions	 and	 completing	 its	 insufficiencies.	 Chapter	 four	 will	 show	 the	

breadth	 and	 richness	 of	 the	 different	 instances	 of	 human	 ecology	 through	

history,	 and	 chapter	 five	will	 integrate	 them	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 Human	

Ecology	in	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI.	



	 199	

Chapter	4.-		Development	of	Human	Ecology				

In	 the	 previous	 chapters	 we	 have	 given	 an	 account	 of	 Sustainable	

Development	(SD)	and	its	place	in	today’s	culture	and	global	society,	along	with	

the	 serious	 shortcomings	 it	 harbors.	 As	 we	 aim	 to	 provide,	 through	 Human	

Ecology,	a	more	holistic	and	harmonious	approach	to	SD,	this	chapter	will	start	

by	 reviewing	 the	 history	 of	 Human	 Ecology	 and	 the	 experiences	 and	

perspectives	that	have	enriched	it.		

The	term	Ecology	although	coined	by	Ernst	Haeckel	in	1866,	was	made	

known	more	widely	by	“Danish	botanist	Eugenius	Warming	(1841–1924)	and	

the	German	 translation	of	his	Lehrbuch	der	ökologischen	Pflanzengeographie	

(1896),	a	pioneering	work	in	his	field	of	plant	ecology…	[He]	also	discussed	the	

human	influence	on	the	environment	and	the	importance	of	the	human	species	

for	the	science	of	ecology.	The	communal	life	of	plants	Warming	described	as	a	

‘‘social	 adaptation,’’	whereas	humans	also	played	a	pivotal	 role	 in	 influencing	

‘’the	struggles	between	plant	associations’’	that	again	influence	human	societies	

(Warming	1918	[1895]:	276).”703	The	term	ecosystem	is	also	helpful	as	we	have	

seen,	 evoking	 useful	 insights	 for	 human	 ecology:	 the	 community	 formed	 by	

different	live	agents,	interacting	between	themselves	and	the	environment;	the	

interdependence	of	the	agents	and	the	environment;	some	discernible	patterns	

or	rules	of	healthy	interaction	that	reveal	an	order	based	on	the	nature	of	the	

agents,	which	needs	to	be	respected	and	cared	for.	

Human	 Ecology	 can	 also	 be	 regarded	 as	 a	 theoretical	 approach	 that	

emphasizes	the	heuristic	value	of	human	culture	and	behavior.	In	particular	it	
																																																								
703	Matthias	Gross,	“Human	Geography	and	Ecological	Sociology:	The	Unfolding	of	a	Human	Ecology,	1890	to	1930—
and	Beyond,”	Social	Science	History	28,	no.	4	(2004),	577.	
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emphasizes	the	complex	ways	in	which	humans	shape	and	are	shaped	by	their	

natural	 and	 social	 environment.704	Gates	 and	 Tucker	 remark	 that	 Human	

Ecology	 is	 a	 “highly	 eclectic”	 field.705	While	 interest	 in	 ecology	 and	 Human	

Ecology	 has	 grown	 rapidly	 among	 a	wide	 range	 of	 academic	 endeavors,	 they	

are	 taken	 not	 so	 much	 as	 academic	 disciplines	 but	 as	 perspectives	 or	

orientations	to	the	interconnectedness	and	reciprocal	behavior	of	organisms	in	

a	 given	 environmental	 setting.	 Thus,	 all	 ecological	 study	 is	 necessarily	multi-

disciplinary706	connecting	 many	 different	 disciplines,	 but	 also	 establishing	

strong	 connections	 between	 the	 natural	 and	 human	 environments.	 However,	

there	are	other	approaches	to	Human	Ecology	as	a	field	of	study.		

	

1.	Origins	

According	 to	 Young,	 the	 origin	 of	 the	 notion	 of	 Human	 Ecology	 is	

typically	 dated	 to	 the	 late	 19th	 and	 early	 20th	 century,	when	 it	was	 part	 of	 a	

lively	debate	over	academic	fields	and	boundaries	between	geography	and	the	

social	sciences,	and	became	a	sub-discipline	of	the	social	sciences	in	the	1920s.	

However,	others	trace	the	notion	as	far	back	as	the	Greek	philosophers.707	Paul	

Sears	 ascribes	 even	 older	 roots	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 Human	 Ecology	 when	 he	

declares	 that	 Human	 Ecology’s	 roots	 lie	 in	 the	 intuitive	 and	 empirical	

knowledge	 of	 ancient	 man	 who	 lived	 in	 intimate	 relations	 with	 the	 natural	

																																																								
704	Daniel	G	Bates.	and	Judith	Tucker,	“Introductory	Remarks”	in	Human	Ecology:	Contemporary	Research	and	Practice,	
1.	

705	Ibid.	

706	Ibid.	

707	Gerald	L	Young,	Human	ecology	as	an	interdisciplinary	concept:	A	critical	inquiry.		



	 201	

world.708	According	 to	 Bruhn,	 “[T]he	 term	 "human	 ecology"	was	 first	 used	 in	

sociology	in	1921.”709	However,	its	use	in	geography	dates	from	1907	or	earlier	

and	 it	 appeared	 in	1908	 in	 the	American	Journal	of	Sociology.	The	discussions	

between	 1890	 and	 the	 1920s	 evince	 key	 concepts	 and	 perspectives	 which	

continue	to	be	relevant	today.	

“The	ecological	character	and	the	geographical	basis	of	human	societies	

were	 also	 of	 central	 concern	 to	 early	 sociologists	 at	 the	 University	 of	

Chicago.”710	Albion	Small,	head	of	the	sociology	department,	wrote	with	George	

Vincent,	 An	 Introduction	 to	 the	 Study	 of	 Society	 (1894),	 the	 first	 American	

textbook	 for	 sociology.	 They	 thought	 their	 book	 was	 similar	 to	 laboratory	

guides	 in	 biology,	 studying	 humans	 in	 their	 habitat,	 including	 the	 relation	 of	

society	with	the	physical	environment.	“The	authors	regarded	society	as	having	

a	twofold	relation	to	nature,	since	nature	leaves	an	impression	on	society	and	

society	subjects	nature	to	an	endless	series	of	modifications.”711	

Sociologists	 had	 to	 account	 for	 the	whole	 of	 the	material	 environment	

and	its	impact	on	society,	so	their	students	had	to	study	a	variety	of	disciplines,	

including	biology	and	geology.	Since	Small	defined	sociology	as	the	process	of	

human	 association,	 which	 demanded	 “a	 full	 account	 of	 all	 physical	 and	 vital	

forces	 in	 their	 action	 upon	 the	 conditions	 and	 incidents	 of	 association,”712	he	

																																																								
708	Paul	B.	Sears,	Some	notes	on	the	ecology	of	ecologists.	Scientific	Monthly	83:22-27,	1956.	

709	John	G.	Bruhn,	‘‘Human	ecology:	A	unifying	science?’’	Human	Ecology	2:	p.	114.			"There	are	forces	at	work	within	the	
limits	of	the	urban	community-within	the	limits	of	any	natural	area	of	human	habitation-which	tend	to	bring	about	an	
orderly	and	typical	grouping	of	its	population	and	institutions.	The	science	which	seeks	to	isolate	these	factors	and	to	
describe	the	typical	constellations	of	persons	and	institutions	which	the	cooperation	of	these	forces	produce	is	called	
'human	ecology"'.	
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considered	 the	material	 environment	 “as	 part	 of	 the	 ‘social	 forces,’	 ironically	

adding	that	‘some	of	the	social	forces	are	not	social	at	all.’	In	this	important	step,	

Small	 thus	 treated	 the	material	 environment	 that	 stands	 in	 causal	 relation	 to	

human	 society	 as	 part	 of	 social	 forces	 and	 thus	 defined	 the	 material	

environment	 as	 part	 of	 the	 process	 of	 human	 association.”713	These	 “social	

forces”	 resemble	but	should	not	be	 identified	with	Durkheim’s	social	 facts,	as	

“[Durkheim]	 did	 not	 give	 the	 material	 environment	 the	 possibility	 of	 an	

originating	motivating	power	for	social	change.”714	

Geographers	were	 treading	 similar	 ground,	not	 surprisingly	 since	 they	

were	often	communicating	with	sociologists.	The	first	geography	department	in	

the	United	States	was	 founded	at	 the	University	of	Chicago	and	 J.	Paul	Goode	

was	 entrusted	 to	 develop	 its	 program	 of	 courses.715		 “The	 new	 courses	 in	

geography	 ‘were	 planned	 to	 occupy	 the	 great	 uncultivated	 field	 between	

geology	 and	 climatology	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 biology,	 history,	 sociology,	

economics,	 anthropology,	 and	 political	 science	 on	 the	 other.’”716	Goode	wrote	

an	 article	 in	 1904717	where	 “he	 discussed	 the	 hybrid	 character	 of	 geography,	

which	has	to	study	both	the	physical	and	the	social	environment,“	noting	that	

the	 “influence	 of	 the	 physical	 environment	 for	 the	 understanding	 of	 human	

societies”	had	decreased	from	95%	in	premodern	societies	to	less	than	20%.718		

In	1907	“Goode	announced	a	course	entitled	‘Ontography,’	which	he	described	
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as…	 ‘essentially	 an	 elementary	 course	 in	 plant,	 animal	 and	Human	Ecology’…	

Goode	and	his	geographer	colleagues	considered	themselves	geographers	who	

were	also	human	ecologists.”719	A	feature	of	Goode’s	program	was	the	emphasis	

on	 field	 studies,	 “important,	 since	 during	 the	 field	 studies	 the	 students	 also	

learned	to	cooperate	with	scholars	from	other	disciplines.”720	

Looking	 for	 interdisciplinary	 connections	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 Human	

Ecology,	Goode	made	contact	with	a	professor	of	sociology	at	the	University	of	

Illinois,	Edward	Hayes,	who	quoted	a	 letter	by	Goode	when	writing	about	 the	

relationship	between	geography	and	sociology:	 “Human	ecology,	according	 to	

the	 passage	 by	 Goode	 quoted	 in	 Hayes,	 1908,	 is	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 the	

interface	between	the	two	disciplines.	This	seems	to	be	the	first	 time	that	the	

term	 human	 ecology	 was	 discussed	 in	 a	 scholarly	 magazine,	 the	 American	

Journal	 of	 Sociology.” 721 	Goode	 envisioned	 geographers	 and	 sociologists	

working	with	 economic	 geographers	 in	 Human	 Ecology,	 “a	 new	 hybrid	 field,	

where	geography	builds	the	 factual	 foundation	and	sociology	the	abstractions	

from	the	geographic	facts.”722		

While	 “for	 a	 time	 in	 the	 early	 1900s,	 human	 ecology	 seemed	 to	 hold	

some	 promise	 for	 a	 cooperative	 framework,”723		 with	 sociology	 aiming	 to	

integrate	knowledge	from	different	fields	as	

[Hayes	stated	that]“tracing	the	effects	of	geographic	conditions	on	social	
phenomena	.	.	.	is	distinctly	an	excursion	into	sociology,	and	contributes	
an	essential	part	of	the	explanation	sought	by	sociology.’’	To	be	sure,	for	
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Hayes	 a	 sociological	 ‘‘explanation	 will	 not	 be	 complete	 until	 the	 four	
factors	in	the	explanation,	physiologic,	technic,	geographic,	and	psychic,	
are	correlated	into	one	description.	724		

However,	 the	 type	 of	 collaboration	 Hayes	 had	 in	 mind	 was	 definitely	 not	

symmetric.	Rather	he	thought	the	integration	

cannot	be	made	by	 any	one	of	 the	 sciences	 that	discover	 a	part	 of	 the	
conditions	of	social	reality,	but	only	by	a	sociology	which	gathers	all	of	
these	 conditions	 into	 one	 perspective.’’	 In	 other	 words,	 for	 Hayes	
geographers	 did	 the	 rough	 spadework	 for	 sociology,	 that	 is,	 the	
collecting	of	facts,	partially	again	from	other	sciences.	The	much	smarter	
sociologists	carried	out	the	intellectual	or	scientific	work	of	abstraction	
and	conclusion.725		

	
In	a	way,	Goode	himself	 facilitated	 the	surrender	of	Human	Ecology	 to	

the	 field	 of	 sociology.	 Hayes,	 on	 the	 one	 hand	 “started	 an	 attack	 on	

‘metaphysical	 tendencies’	 in	 sociology,	 which,	 he	 claimed,	 neglected	 the	

importance	 of	 the	 natural	 environment	 for	 the	 analysis	 of	 societal	

development,”726	while	he	also	avoided	“falling	 into	a	one-sided	determinism”	

of	the	environment.	In	his	dissertation,727	“he	quoted	Gabriel	Tarde’s	definition	

of	 society:	 ‘Societies	 (plural)	 are	 not	merely	masses	 of	 inter-spiritual	 action;	

they	are	at	one	and	the	same	time	masses	of	inter-spiritual	and	intercorporeal	

actions,	combined	with	many	physical	actions,	united	struggles	with	the	forces	

of	nature	to	repel	and	to	utilize	them.’”728		

	Hayes	basically	took	human	ecology	from	geography	into	sociology	and	

despite	other	efforts,	this	would	remain	so	for	a	couple	of	decades.	He	defined	

that	what	was		“to	be	studied	fell	into	two	main	groups,	social	activities	and	the	
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conditioning	 factors	 that	 shape	and	alter	 these	activities.”729	The	conditioning	

factors	were	conditions	of	four	kinds:	“(1)	geographic	conditions,	or	the	natural	

physical	environment;	(2)	technic	conditions,	or	the	artificial	environment;	(3)	

psychophysical	conditions,	or	the	hereditary	and	acquired	traits	of	population;	

(4)	 social	 conditions,	 or	 the	 causal	 relations	 between	 the	 activities	 of	

associates.’’730	According	to	Hayes,	“human	society	does	not	simply	adapt	to	its	

environments,	 as	 is	 implicated	 in	 the	 notion	 of	 environmental	 determinism	

prevalent	 in	 early-twentieth-century	 social	 thought	 dealing	 with	 the	 natural	

environment.	Rather,	Hayes	viewed	human	society	as	active	and	as	acting	not	

only	 upon	 its	 social	 and	 natural	 environment,	 but	 also	 on	 and	 with	

technology.”731	It	 was	 a	 sociological	 theory	 where	 the	 natural	 environment	

played	 an	 important	 but	 not	 deterministic	 role.	 “Thus,	 by	 around	 1905–15,	

Goode	and	especially	Hayes	had	already	sketched	and	marked	out	a	realm	and	

scope	of	human	ecology.”732		

As	human	sciences	had	 influenced	Anton	Kerner	and	others	 in	 the	 late	

19th	century,	some	believe	that	“the	ecologist	Frederic	E.	Clements’	concept	of	

ecology	was	directly	derived	from	the	ideas	of	community	in	sociology	and	the	

metaphor	 borrowed	 from	 sociology	 that	 described	 a	 social	 unit	 as	 a	 kind	 of	

organism.”733	Biology	oriented	ecologists	interested	in	Human	Ecology,	such	as	

Charles	 C.	 Adams,	 approached	 “treating	 human	 communities	 as	 one	 more	
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animal	community	in	the	natural	environment.”734	Adams	thought	“that	human	

ecology	 still	 needed	 to	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 part	 of	 his	 own	discipline,	 animal	

ecology.		

In	Adams’	view,	sociology	was	also	a	part	of	general	ecology.”735	In	the	

inaugural	volume	of	the	journal	Ecology,	in	1920,	“the	lead	article,	‘The	Scope	of	

Ecology,’	still	argued	for	a	broad	view	of	ecology,	even	stating	that	‘’geography,	

in	 so	 far	 as	 it	 is	 the	 study	 of	 man	 in	 relation	 to	 his	 environment,	 is	 human	

ecology.’”736	In	1922	Steven	Forbes	in	an	article	‘‘The	Humanizing	of	Ecology,’’	

“also	put	 the	 case	 for	 including	 ‘civilized	man’	 and	his	 relation	 to	 the	natural	

world	in	the	subject	matter	of	ecology.”737	However,	in	the	following	years,	the	

concept	remained	absent	from	ecology	allowing	“for	a	‘purely’	sociological	take	

on	 human	 ecology,	 although	 there	were	 still	 a	 few	 geographers	who	 claimed	

the	field	as	theirs.”738	

Harlan	Barrows	made	an	attempt	to	reclaim	Human	Ecology	for	the	field	

of	 geography	 in	 his	 Presidential	 address	 before	 the	 Association	 of	 American	

Geographers	at	their	Ann	Arbor	meeting	in	December,	1922.	His	effort	was	not	

successful	 even	 though	 his	 arguments	 were	 noteworthy.	 He	 presented	

geography	as	dealing	with	“the	mutual	relations	between	man	and	his	natural	

environment...	 [and	 thus,	 as]	 the	 science	 of	 human	 ecology…	 [advising	 it	 be	

treated]	from	the	standpoint	of	man's	adjustment	to	environment,	rather	than	
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from	 that	 of	 environmental	 influence.” 739 	This	 adjustment	 implied	 man	

changing	on	account	of	the	environment	but	also	changing	the	environment740	

by	his	actions	in	a	constant	process.741	He	regarded	human	ecology	to	have	“a	

unity	otherwise	lacking,	and	a	point	of	view	unique	among	the	sciences	which	

deal	 with	 humanity,”742	that	 allowed	 it	 to	 view	 as	 an	 integrated	 whole	 the	

interrelating	elements,743	including	the	cultural	aspects.744	The	complexity	and	

interconnectedness	 of	 the	 different	 dimensions	 of	 natural	 and	 human	 life745	

required	 an	 interdisciplinary	 and	 dynamic	 approach	 such	 as	 that	 of	 Human	

Ecology,	and	that	 for	the	future	of	geography	“the	problem	of	Human	Ecology	

may	have	the	vitalizing,	unifying	influence	needed.”746	

“In	 subsequent	 years,	 geographers’	 and	 sociologists’	 early	 attempts	 to	

ecologize	 their	 disciplines,	 as	 well	 as	 animal	 and	 plant	 ecologists’	 claims	 to	

include	 humans	 into	 their	 fields	 of	 study,	 appeared	 detached	 from	 the	 new	

human	ecology	of	the	1920s	developed	by	sociologists	in	Chicago’s	Department	

of	Sociology,”747	which	took	an	undisputed	lead	in	Human	Ecology	until	the	late	

1930s.	These	other	efforts,	however,	contributed	to	its	later	development.		
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2.	Chicago’s	Department	of	Sociology	

The	 most	 significant	 development	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 Human	 Ecology	

came	from	the	University	of	Chicago	where	twenty-five	years	earlier	biological	

ecology	 had	 been	 co-founded.	 Consequently,	 biology	 strongly	 influenced	 the	

development,	even	more	so	since	biology	had	borrowed	before	from	sociology.	

“It	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 it	 was	 the	 application	 to	 organic	 life	 of	 a	

sociological	 principle—the	 principle,	 namely,	 of	 ‘competitive	 co-operation’—

that	gave	Darwin	the	first	clue	to	the	formulation	of	his	theory	of	evolution.”748		

Sociological	human	ecologists,	professors	Park,	Burgess	and	student	Roderick	

McKenzie,	are	regarded	as	 the	 founders	of	Human	Ecology.749	They	“piloted	 it	

to	 official	 recognition	 by	 the	 American	 Sociological	 Society…	 [and]	 formally	

introduced	human	ecology	to	sociologists.”750	

The	 ideas	of	community,	system	and	organism	were	applied	to	a	given	

common	 habitat	 and	 its	 inhabitants	 who	 would	 engage	 in	 competitive	

cooperation	 in	 a	 closed	 system.	 “To	 such	 a	 habitat	 and	 its	 inhabitants	 —

whether	 plant,	 animal,	 or	 human—	 the	 ecologists	 have	 applied	 the	 term	

‘community.’”751	These	 communities	 would	 be	 defined	 by:	 “(1)	 a	 population,	

territorially	organized,	(2)	more	or	less	completely	rooted	in	the	soil	it	occupies,	

(3)	its	individual	units	living	in	a	relationship	of	mutual	interdependence	that	is	
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symbiotic…	 interrelated	 in	 the	 most	 complex	 manner.”752	As	 an	 organism	 it	

would	have	a	life	cycle	and	a	“mechanism	(competition)	for	(1)	regulating	the	

numbers,	 and	 (2)	 preserving	 the	 balance	 between	 the	 competing	 species	 of	

which	 it	 is	 composed.	 It	 is	 by	 maintaining	 this	 biotic	 balance	 that	 the	

community	preserves	its	identity	and	integrity	as	an	individual	unit.”753	

Change	is	part	of	life	in	these	communities	or	system,	even	if	the	degree	

and	pace	might	be	very	different	at	times.	Park	quotes	Elton	as	stating	that		

The	impression	of	anyone	who	has	studied	animal	numbers	in	the	field	
is	 that	 the	 "balance	 of	 nature"	 hardly	 exists,	 except	 in	 the	 minds	 of	
scientists.	 It	 seems	 that	 animal	 numbers	 are	 always	 tending	 to	 settle	
down	 into	 a	 smooth	 and	 harmonious	 working	 mechanism,	 but	
something	always	happens	before	this	happy	state	is	reached.754		

	
When	competition	 is	sparked	 for	one	reason	or	other,	change	happens	

from	 one	 stage	 to	 the	 next.	 Society	 “is	 just	 the	 area	 within	 which	 biotic	

competition	 has	 declined	 and	 the	 struggle	 for	 existence	 has	 assumed	 higher	

and	more	sublimated	 forms.”755	Certainly,	 the	conditions	which	 influence	 “the	

movements	and	numbers	of	populations	are	more	complex	in	human	societies	

than	 in	 plant	 and	 animal	 communities,	 but	 they	 exhibit	 extraordinary	

similarities.”756	Ecological	 principles	 of	 dominance	 and	 succession	 are	 also	 at	

work	 in	human	communities.	Areas	of	dominance	are	usually	 the	higher	 land	

values	of	the	shopping	district	and	the	central	banking	area.	Accounting	also	for	

terrain	 and	 methods	 of	 transportation,	 this	 “tends	 to	 determine	 the	 general	
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ecological	 pattern	 of	 the	 city,”	 and	 succession,	 that	 is,	 the	 serial	 changes	

through	different	 stages,	 comes	 through	 inventions,	 catastrophic	 changes	and	

competition	and	conflict.757	

According	to	Park,	there	is	added	complexity	in	human	societies	because	

“competition	 is	 limited	 by	 custom	 and	 culture.	 The	 cultural	 superstructure	

imposes	 itself	 as	 an	 instrument	 of	 direction	 and	 control	 upon	 the	 biotic	

substructure.”758	The	 factors	 in	 play	 then,	 are	 1)	 population,	 2)	 technological	

culture,	 3)	 customs	 and	 beliefs	 (non-material	 culture),	 and	 4)	 the	 natural	

resources	of	 the	habitat.	Human	ecology	 studied	 “the	processes	by	which	 the	

biotic	 balance	 and	 the	 social	 equilibrium	 (i)	 are	 maintained	 once	 they	 are	

achieved	and	(2)	the	processes	by	which,	when	the	biotic	balance	and	the	social	

equilibrium	 are	 disturbed,	 the	 transition	 is	 made	 from	 one	 relatively	 stable	

order	to	another.”759		

McKenzie’s	 attention	 was	 drawn	 to	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 rapid	 city	

growth	 driven	 by	 industrialization.	 To	 explain	 it	 he	 focused	 on	 spatial	

distribution	 and	 movement,	 access	 to	 resources	 and	 division	 of	 labor.	 “The	

spatial	and	sustenance	relations	in	which	human	beings	are	organized	are	ever	

in	 process	 of	 change	 in	 response	 to	 the	 operation	 of	 a	 complex	 of	

environmental	and	cultural	forces.	It	is	the	task	of	the	human	ecologist	to	study	

these	 processes	 of	 change”760	The	 forces	 or	 ecological	 factors	 could	 be	

classified	 as:	 1)	 geographical,	 2)	 economic,	 3)	 cultural	 and	 technical,	 and	 4)	
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political	and	administrative.	He	considered	them		“either	positive	or	negative;	

they	either	attract	or	repel.”761	Understanding	them	“would	be	of	great	value	in	

city-planning,	as	it	would	enable	the	community	to	control	the	direction	of	 its	

growth	and	structure.”762			

Interesting	 examples	 of	 technical	 forces	 such	 as	 “	 the	 shaft	 elevator,	

introduced	in	the	seventies,	and	steel	construction,	 introduced	in	the	nineties,	

and	the	more	recent	advent	of	the	automobile	have	acted	as	general	factors	in	

affecting	the	concentration	of	population	and	organization	of	communities.”763	

The	situation	of	Japan	in	1919	is	given	as	an	example	of	economic	forces:	“The	

townward	 tendency	 is	 operating	 in	 every	 civilized	 country…	 ‘the	 dominant	

characteristic	of	 the	new	 industrialization	 is	 the	 trend	of	population	 from	the	

country	to	the	city…	[accelerated	growth	of	cities]	reveal	the	metamorphosis	of	

Japan	 from	 a	 feudal	 to	 an	 agricultural	 country,	 and	 now	 to	 the	 age	 of	 steam,	

electricity	and	steel.’”764	Structure	such	as	roads	and	water	systems	would	be	a	

factor	 that	 constrains	 processes	 but	 railroad	 and	 motor	 transportation	 had	

increased	flexibility.765		

McKenzie	 defined	 “five	 major	 ecological	 processes:	 concentration,	

centralization,	 segregation,	 invasion,	 succession.” 766 	Concepts	 of	 mobility	

(change	 of	 residence,	 employment	 or	 location	 of	 services)	 and	 fluidity	

(movement	 without	 change	 of	 ecological	 position)	 were	 relevant	 to	 change,	
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segregation	and	centralization.	Ecological	distance,	measured	in	time-cost,	was	

a	 measure	 of	 fluidity	 with	 an	 hour	 as	 the	 usual	 limit.	 Growth	 would	 follow	

routes	 of	 rapid	 transportation.767	Concentration	 is	 reflected	 in	 density	 while	

centralization	implies	the	temporary	concentration	of	people	coming	together	

at	definite	locations	for	specific	common	interests	such	as	work,	play,	business	

or	 education.	 “It	 is	 the	 process	 of	 community	 formation….	 The	 focal	 point	 of	

centralization	in	the	modern	community	is	the	retail	shopping	center.”768		

Centralization	 has	 territorial	 and	 time	 specialization	 according	 to	

different	needs,	interests,	and	the	different	groups,	generating	a	constellation	of	

specialized	centers.	“Civilization	is	a	product	of	centralization.	The	evolution	of	

economic	organization	 from	village	and	town	to	metropolitan	economy	 is	but	

the	 extension	 and	 specialization	 of	 centralization	 of	 each	 of	 the	 dominant	

interests	 of	 life.”769	Segregation	 was	 the	 concentration	 of	 population	 types	

within	a	community,	mostly	economic,	but	also	by	 language,	race	and	culture,	

and	invasion	was	the	process	of	group	displacement	by	another	group,	enacting	

a	cycle	of	succession,	when	there	is	a	complete	change	in	population	type	or	in	

use.770	

Park	became	part	of	the	sociology	faculty	of	the	University	of	Chicago	in	

1914	and	in	the	following	decade	would	work	to	enlarge	sociology’s	field	taking	

Human	 Ecology	 from	 geography	 and	 establishing	 a	 strong	 reputation	 for	 the	

sociology	 developed	 in	 the	 University	 of	 Chicago.	 “From	 1925	 to	 1939,	
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ecological	studies	of	urban	areas,	particularly	in	Chicago,	grew	rapidly…	These	

works	began	to	exert	significant	influences	on	political	science	and	stimulated	

interest	 in	 local,	 state,	 and	 regional	 planning.”771		 In	 a	 1935	 article,	 “Charles	

Adams	reflected	on	the	relation	between	general	ecology	and	Human	Ecology…	

[and]	 acknowledged	 the	 sociologists	 of	 his	 time	 as	 the	 ‘real’	 human	

ecologists.”772		 According	 to	 Park’s	 approach	 “geographers	 simply	 described	

and	collected	particular	and	individual	facts	in	an	idiographic	manner,	whereas	

sociology	 sought	 for	 universal	 characteristics,	 a	 nomothetic	 approach.”773	He	

maintained	the	influence	of	the	natural	resources		as	one	of	the	four	variables	

in	the	study	of	society,	but	steered	clear	of	any	deterministic	approach.774		

With	a	solid	foundation,	sociology		

could	 reach	out	 into	other	disciplines’	 realms	and	even,	 as	was	 the	 case	with	
Park,	claim	to	superimpose	a	sociological	idea	onto	other	areas.	From	here	on	it	
appears	 that	 most—if	 not	 all—the	 contents	 pertaining	 to	 a	 human	 ecology	
(including	 the	 name	 itself	 )	 were	 borrowed	 from	 geographers	 of	 an	 earlier	
generation	 and	 could	 subsequently	 be	 incorporated	 into	 the	 realm	 of	
sociology.775		

In	this	way,	sociology	was	able	to	take	over	human	ecology	completely.	

“To	maintain	 the	 human	 ecological	 catchment	 area,	 Robert	 Park	 also	 had	 to	

give	assurances	that	he	did	not	want	to	leave	the	field	of	human	ecology	to	the	

biological	 ecologists” 776 	but	 he	 was	 criticized	 as	 the	 tide	 turned	 since	

“beginning	 in	 the	 1930s,	 ecological	 approaches	 in	 sociology	 generally	 came	
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under	 severe	 attack.”777 	“The	 Chicago	 School	 eventually	 dissolved	 amid	

criticisms	 that	 its	 studies	 ignored	 cultural	 factors	 and	 its	 model	 of	 urban	

ecology	was	limited	to	Chicago.”778			

In	1939	James	Quinn	would	address	the	development	of	Human	Ecology	

spawned	by	the	Chicago	School	by	criticizing		“two	widely-held	conceptions,	…:	

(1)	 that	 Human	 Ecology	 is	 synonymous	 with	 the	 study	 of	 relations	 between	

men	 and	 their	 environment,	 and	 (2)	 that	 it	 is	 synonymous	with	 the	 study	 of	

spatial	distributions	of	human	phenomena.”779	Regarding	 the	 first	 conception,	

Quinn	 says	 it	 “proves	 inadequate	 for	 purposes	 of	 sociology…	 [because]	

sociologists	 need	 a	 more-limited	 and	 precise	 definition	 of	 the	 field…	

[because]unless	limited	in	some	way,	leads	to	the	conception	of	human	ecology	

as	an	all-inclusive	study	of	man…”780	Even	recognizing	its	value	of	synthesis,	“it	

does	 not	 help	 him	 in	 defining	 human	 ecology	 as	 a	 specialized	 science;	 and	

sociologists	 do	 regard	 human	 ecology	 as	 a	 specialized	 and	 limited	 field	 of	

study.”781	To	be	more	specific	 “Sociologists	are	 interested	 in	human	ecology…	

the	relations	of	man	to	man	as	influenced	by	limited	supplies	of	environmental	

resources	 rather	 than	 the	 direct	 relations	 of	 men	 or	 groups	 to	

environment…”782 	Of	 course	 “the	 present	 discussion	 refers	 only	 to	 the	

sociological	meaning	 of	 the	 term…	 the	 fact	 that	 a	 specialized	 ecological	 field	

does	exist	within	 the	 realm	of	 sociology.”783	Regarding	 the	 second	conception	
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Quinn	 argues	 “(1)	 that	 certain	 spatial	 studies	 are	 not	 ecological	 and	 (2)	 that	

ecology	 includes	 aspects	 which	 are	 not	 spatial.	 These	 arguments,	 therefore,	

contradict	 the	contention	that	human	ecology	may	be	defined	as	synonymous	

with	studies	of	spatial	distribution	of	human	phenomena.”784	

As	 the	 Chicago	 School’s	 influence	 waned,	 Quinn	 could	 state	 in	 1939:	

“The	nature	of	Human	Ecology	does	not	seem	so	clear	today	as	it	did	a	decade	

and	 a	 half	 ago…	 	 At	 least	 three	 recognized	 academic	 disciplines—biology,	

geography,	sociology—each	claims	human	ecology	as	its	own.”785	Sociology	was	

trying	to	assert	itself	“on	the	idea	of	social	variables	acting	as	both	theoretical	

cause	 and	 effect”	 leading	 to	 “an	 extreme	 form	 of	 sociologization	 [where]	 the	

focus	 was	 given	 to	 intentional	 actions,	 and	 human	 beings	 were	 increasingly	

regarded	as	exempt	 from	…	naturalistic	explanation	 ...	Any	effort	 to	 introduce	

things	nonsocial	into	the	equation	seemed	to	threaten	the	very	survival	of	the	

sociological	 enterprise	 itself.”786	Eventually,	 “in	 1958,	 George	 A.	 Theodorson	

could	 state	 in	 a	 review	 on	 human	 ecology	 in	 contemporary	 sociology	 that	

Park’s	 ‘human	 ecology	 essentially	 is	 a	 thing	 of	 the	 past.’” 787 	Being	

interdisciplinary,	Human	Ecology	struggled	between	 forging	 ties	with	specific	

disciplines	and	resisting	enmeshment	with	them	which	“led	to	human	ecology’s	

failure	to	become	a	unified	enterprise.”788	
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3.	Dominion	of	Nature	in	Human	Ecology		

The	sociology	department	at	the	University	of	Chicago	was	able	to	take	

over	 Human	 Ecology	 from	 the	 geographers,	 but	 used	 mainly	 it	 to	 apply	

methods	 of	 ecology	 to	 human	 populations.	 It	 weakened	 the	 focus	 on	 the	

environment	without	giving	attention	to	the	distinctly	human	factors	of	morals	

and	 freedom.	 This	 section	 will	 review	 different	 ways	 in	 which	 the	

interdependence	 and	 balance	 between	 the	 human	 and	 nature	 has	 been	

addressed.	

Edward	J.	Kormondy,	focusing	on	dominion	of	nature,	identifies	what	he	

considers	three	distinct	traditions	within	Human	Ecology:789		

a)	The	Imperialist	Tradition	–	This	school	of	Human	Ecology	views	the	

human-nature	relationship	as	one	where	humans	have	dominion	over	nature.	It	

is	grounded	in	a	literal	interpretation	of	the	Old	Testament.	It	was	denounced	

by	Lynn	White	in	1967,790	whom	we	already	discussed	in	chapter	one.	

Key	scriptures	allegedly	supporting	the	imperialist	tradition	are:	

1.	 Genesis	1:26.	“Let	us	make	man	in	our	image,	after	our	likeness:	

and	let	them	have	dominion	over	the	fish	of	the	sea,	and	over	the	fowl	of	the	air,	

and	over	 the	cattle	and	over	all	 the	earth,	and	over	every	creeping	 thing	 that	

creepeth	upon	the	earth.”	

2.	 Genesis	1:28.	“And	God	said	unto	them,	Be	fruitful	and	multiply,	

and	replenish	the	earth	and	subdue	it;	and	have	dominion	over	the	fish	of	the	
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sea,	and	over	the	fowl	of	the	air,	and	over	every	living	thing	that	moveth	upon	

the	earth.”	

However,	the	unbridled	exploitation	of	nature	was	rare	before	the	17th	

century.	 The	 Catholic	 tradition	 from	 Scripture	 advocated	 reconciliation	 and	

harmony	with	 nature.	 Nature	witnessed	 to	 God’s	 existence,	 His	 love	 and	 His	

marvelous	works.	The	communities	of	monks	that	made	the	earth	fruitful	while	

treating	 it	with	reverence	and	St	Francis’	 love	for	creation	testify	to	a	healthy	

approach	to	nature	before	the	17th	century.		

The	 imperialist	 tradition	 can	be	 traced	back	 to	 the	writings	 of	 Francis	

Bacon	 in	 the	 early	 17th	 century	 and	his	 ideas	 about	 human	domination	over	

nature.791	Carl	 Linnaeus	 and	 George	 Buffon	 gave	 the	 idea	 scientific	 and	

systematic	 form.	 According	 to	 Schwarz,	 nature	 was	 conceptualized	 in	

mechanical	and	instrumental	terms,	which	made	it	possible	to	utilize	nature	for	

human	exploitation.792	Industrialization	intensified	this	dominant	discourse	or	

philosophy	of	nature.	There	was	an	 increase	of	knowledge-making,	 armed	by	

the	systematic	approach	of	science.793	Protestant	ethics	abetted	capitalism	and	

economic	 growth	 for	 itself	 lending	 additional	 support	 to	 the	 exploitation	 of	

natural	resources.	

b)		The	Scientific	Tradition	–	Ernest	Haeckel	defined	ecology	in	1870	

in	the	following	way:	“By	ecology	we	mean	the	body	of	knowledge	concerning	

the	economy	of	nature—the	investigations	of	the	total	relations	of	[an]	animal	
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both	to	its	inorganic	and	to	its	organic	environment.”794	The	definition	is	void	of	

any	 mention	 of	 humans.	 Kormondy	 explains	 that	 this	 absence	 of	 mention	

should	 not	 be	 interpreted	 to	 mean	 that	 mankind	 is	 something	 apart	 from	

nature	in	the	imperialist	tradition	sense,	but	rather	it	implies	that	humans	are	

an	integral	part	of	other	organisms.795	

Similar	 to	 the	 imperialist	 tradition,	 the	 scientific	 tradition	 ascribes	

human	dominion	over	nature	through	the	exercise	of	reason.	See	for	example,	

Carl	 Linnaeus	 (1707-1778):	 “All	 treasures	 of	 nature,	 so	 artfully	 contrived,	 so	

wonderfully	 propagated,	 so	 providently	 supported…	 seem	 intended	 by	 the	

Creator	for	the	sake	of	man.”796		

The	 imperialist	 and	 scientific	 traditions	 armed	 the	 founding	 and	

expansion	of	 the	United	States	and	European	 imperialism.	Under	 this	view	of	

man’s	relationship	to	nature,	wilderness	had	to	give	way	to	food	production	for	

rising	 populations,	 and	 the	 result	 was	 “wanton	 pillage,	 exploitation,	 and	

decimation	 of	 natural	 resources	 to	 an	 unprecedented	 extent	 in	 human	

history.”797		

c)	 	The	Arcadian	Tradition	–	Harmony	and	contentment	characterize	

this	approach	in	man’s	relation	to	nature,	encompassing	a	reverence	of	nature	

because	of	its	beneficence.	The	Arcadians	were	a	pastoral	Greek	community	of	

idyllic	 satisfaction.	 This	 view	 is	 later	 embodied	 in	 the	 writings	 of	 English	
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naturalist	 Gilbert	 White	 whose	 ideas	 were	 likely	 a	 reaction	 to	 the	 rapid	

industrialism.		

In	America,	Henry	David	Thoreau	(1817-1862)	continued	 the	arcadian	

tradition	of	Human	Ecology.	He	interpreted	nature	as	an	extension	of	the	self,	

nature	 being	 best	 understood	 and	 appreciated	 by	 acknowledging	

correspondence	and	kinship	with	it.798		

These	three	traditions	fall	in	the	division	we	studied	in	the	first	section	

of	 chapter	one,	with	 the	 imperialist	 and	 scientific	 traditions	pertaining	 to	 the	

view	 of	 anthropocentrism	 or	 scientism,	 and	 the	 arcadian	 tradition	

corresponding	to	the	view	of	biocentrism	or	holism.	

	

4.-	New	human	ecologies	

“After	 the	1950s,	many	different	notions	of	human	ecology	emerged	 in	

the	natural	and	social	sciences,	especially	in	economics,	medicine,	psychology,	

and	 related	 fields...	 Other	 than	 the	 name,	 they	 did	 not	 have	 much	 in	

common.”799	These	 were	 not	 related	 to	 earlier	 sociological	 ideas	 and	 in	

sociology	 itself,	 interest	 in	 human	 ecology	 “had	 considerably	 declined.”800	In	

the	late	1960s,	with	the	public	concern	growing	in	regards	to	the	environment,	

Human	 Ecology	 started	 to	 recover	 the	 attention	 of	 sociologists.	 A	 number	 of	

articles	 by	William	 Catton	 and	 Riley	 Dunlap	 targeted	 the	 “anthropocentrism	

underlying	all	of	classical	sociology	that	did	not	pay	attention	to	the	nonsocial,	
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that	 is,	 the	 biophysical	 world	 of	 society.”801	“Environmental	 sociology,	 even	

more	 ironically,	 was	 sometimes	 also	 called	 the	 new	 human	 ecology”802	and	

even	 though	O.	D.	Duncan	did	not	 give	much	 credit	 to	Park	and	other	 earlier	

authors,	his	proposal	was	heavily	indebted	to	theirs.803		

With	the	work	of	Luke	Martell,	Richard	Noorgard,	Niklas	Luhmann	and	

others,	 “environmental	 sociology	of	 the	1970s	was	 self-consciously	 fashioned	

as	a	 critique	of	mainstream	sociology	as	well	 as	 the	 classical	 tradition,	which	

was	said	to	be	blind	to	its	material	environment.	This	perspective	presents	the	

‘new’	human	ecology	of	the	1970s	in	a	vacuum,	detached	from	its	ancestors”804	

without	due	account	to	earlier	debates.	

	

5.-	So-called	Contemporary	Human	Ecologies	

Contemporary	“human	ecologies”	arose	in	the	United	States	and	Europe	

in	the	1960s	and	1970s.	Astrid	Schwartz	writes	that	these	contemporary	ideas	

were,	 at	 least	 in	 part,	 motivated	 by	 the	 journeys	 of	 explorations	 in	 South	

America	and	in	the	North	American	frontier	by	biologists	and	geographers,	but	

also	by	urban	planning,	and	public	health.	

a)		The	Ecosystems	Model	(1950s-1970s).	Eugene	Odum	published	an	

influential	 book,	 Fundamentals	 of	 Ecology	 in	 1953.	 According	 to	 Odum,	 the	

ecosystem	 is	 a	 system	 composed	 of	 biotic	 communities	 and	 their	 abiotic	

environment	 interacting	 with	 each	 other.	 A	 lake	 can	 be	 regarded	 as	 an	
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ecosystem;	 as	 can	 a	 marshland;	 or	 the	 earth.	 A	 "mature"	 ecosystem,	

characterized	 by	 high	 species	 diversity	 and	 relationships	 of	 interdependence	

among	 its	 component	 organisms,	 approaches	 stability,	 or	 homeostasis,	 and	

represents	nature's	"balance."	To	understand	nature	in	terms	of	ecosystems	is	

therefore	to	see	its	diverse	"parts"	as	interdependent.	Fundamentals	of	Ecology,	

which	began	"top-down"	with	a	discussion	of	the	"whole,"	rather	than	the	parts,	

made	 the	 ecosystem	 concept	 central	 to	 ecology	 and	 in	 so	 doing	 profoundly	

influenced	the	environmentalist	movement.805	Odum	would	argue	the	need	and	

duty	of	humans	to	be	responsible	with	the	environment	it	interacted	with	and	

on	which	it	relied	for	its	survival:“We	must	begin	to	devote	more	of	our	human	

wealth,	 energy,	 and	 engineering	 skills	 to	 servicing	 and	 repairing	 our	 "big	

house,"	 the	 biosphere,	which	 provides	 not	 only	 a	 place	 to	 live	 and	 enjoy	 but	

also	all	of	our	life-support	needs.”806			

Most	 importantly	 for	 Human	 Ecology,	 Odum	 applied	 his	 idea	 of	

ecosystem	 ecology	 to	 society,	 turning	 ecological	 principles	 into	 an	

environmental	ethic.		Odum	never	acknowledged	disciplinary	boundaries,	such	

as	 the	 distinction	 many	 scientists	 see	 between	 basic	 science	 and	 applied	

science,	or	between	ecology	and	environmentalism,	having	 inherited	 from	his	

father	and	his	grandfather	an	 imperative	 to	use	his	 learning	 to	make	a	better	

world.	In	his	ideal	intellectual	order,	scientists,	social	scientists,	and	humanists	

work	 together	 to	 understand	 and	 solve	 problems,	 just	 as	 in	 his	 ideal	

community,	 academic	 intellectuals,	 economists,	 politicians,	 journalists,	 and	
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citizens	 with	 different	 interests	 all	 communicate	 with	 each	 other	 to	 make	 a	

more	 harmonious	 society.	 For	 Odum,	 the	 many	 parts	 of	 a	 system	 are	

interdependent,	and	for	a	society	to	 function	effectively,	 the	many	 individuals	

who	compose	it	must	cooperate.	He	envisions	Human	Ecology	has	the	potential	

to	 develop	 in	 the	 twenty-first	 century	 into	 what	 he	 has	 called	 the	 “third	

culture,”	or	the	bridge	between	biophysical	and	social	sciences.	807	

b)	 “Old	Human	Ecology”	or	Cultural	Ecology:	 Julian	 Steward	 (1902-

1972)	 was	 an	 anthropologist	 who	 coined	 the	 term	 “cultural	 ecology,”	

envisioning	cultural	ecology	as	a	methodology	for	understanding	how	humans	

adapt	 to	 such	 a	wide	 variety	 of	 environments.	 In	 his	 book,	Theory	of	Culture	

Change:	 The	 Methodology	 of	 Multilinear	 Evolution	 (1955),	 Steward	 defined	

cultural	 ecology	 as	 how	 culture	 change	 is	 induced	 by	 adaptation	 to	 the	

environment.	 A	 key	 point	 is	 that	 any	 particular	 human	 adaptation	 is	 in	 part	

historically	 inherited	and	 involves	 the	 technologies,	practices,	 and	knowledge	

that	 allow	 people	 to	 live	 in	 an	 environment.	 This	 means	 that	 while	 the	

environment	 influences	 the	 character	 of	 human	 adaptation,	 it	 does	 not	

determine	 it.	 Cultures	 are	 taken	 to	 be	 the	 environed	 units,	 that	 is,	 cultural	

ecology	recognizes	that	ecological	setting	plays	a	significant	role	in	shaping	the	

cultures	of	a	region.	Julian	Steward's	method	involved:	

1-	Documenting	the	technologies	and	methods	used	to	get	a	living	from	

the	environment.	

2-	 Looking	 at	 patterns	 of	 human	 behavior	 or	 culture	 associated	 with	

using	the	environment.		
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3-	 Assessing	 how	 much	 these	 patterns	 of	 behavior	 influenced	 other	

aspects	of	culture.	

c)	 	 New	 Human	 Ecology:	 Riley	 Dunlap	 and	 William	 R.	 Catton,	 Jr.	

(sociologists)	began	recognizing	the	limits	of	what	would	be	termed	the	Human	

Exemptionalism	Paradigm	(HEP).	In	1978	Catton	and	Dunlap	suggested	a	new	

perspective	which	accounted	fully	for	environmental	variables.	They	developed	

a	 new	 theoretical	 outlook	 for	 sociology,	 the	New	 Ecological	 Paradigm	 (NEP),	

with	assumptions	contrary	to	HEP.808		

The	 NEP	 recognizes	 the	 innovative	 capacity	 of	 humans,	 but	 says	 that	

humans	 are	 still	 ecologically	 interdependent,	 as	with	 other	 species.	 The	NEP	

notes	 the	 power	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 forces	 but	 does	 not	 profess	 social	

determinism.	Instead,	humans	are	impacted	by	the	cause,	effect,	and	feedback	

loops	of	ecosystems.	The	earth	has	a	finite	level	of	natural	resources	and	waste	

repositories.	 Thus,	 the	 biophysical	 environment	 can	 impose	 constraints	 on	

human	 activity.	 They	 discussed	 a	 few	 harbingers	 of	 this	 NEP	 in	 “hybridized”	

theorizing	about	topics	that	were	neither	exclusively	social	nor	environmental	

explanations	 of	 environmental	 conditions.	 Additionally,	 NEP	 presented	 a	

critique	 of	 Malthusian	 views	 of	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s.809	Dunlap	 has	 since	

revised	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 NEP,	 which	 attempts	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 we	 are	

approaching	the	maximum	number	of	people	that	the	earth	can	sustain.	

	

																																																								
808	Dunlap	et	al.,	"New	Trends	in	Measuring	Environmental	Attitudes:	Measuring	Endorsement	of	the	New	Ecological	
Paradigm;	A	Revised	NEP	Scale,"	427,	433;		Catton	and	Dunlap,		“A	New	Ecological	Paradigm	for	a	Post	Exuberant	
Sociology.”	

809	Dunlap	and	Van	Liere,	“The	New	Environmental	Paradigm:	A	Proposed	Measuring	Instrument	and	Preliminary	
Results”;	Dunlap,	et	al.,	“New	Trends	in	Measuring	Environmental	Attitudes:	Measuring	Endorsement	of	the	New	
Ecological	Paradigm:	A	Revised	NEP	Scale.”	
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d)		Urban	Ecology:	This	study	of	ecosystems	includes	humans	living	in	

cities	and	urbanizing	landscapes.	It	is	an	emerging,	interdisciplinary	field	which	

aims	to	understand	how	human	and	ecological	processes	can	coexist	in	human-

dominated	 systems	 and	 to	 help	 societies	 with	 efforts	 to	 become	 more	

sustainable.	 It	 has	 deep	 roots	 in	 many	 disciplines	 including	 sociology,	

geography,	 urban	 planning,	 landscape	 architecture,	 engineering,	 economics,	

anthropology,	 climatology,	 public	 health,	 and	 ecology.	 Because	 of	 its	

interdisciplinary	nature	and	unique	focus	on	humans	and	natural	systems,	the	

term	"urban	ecology"	has	been	used	variously	to	describe	the	study	of	humans	

in	cities,	of	nature	 in	cities,	and	of	 the	coupled	relationships	between	humans	

and	nature.810	

Urban	 Ecology	 recognizes	 that	 urbanization	 affects	 the	 structure	 and	

function	of	Earth’s	ecosystems	through:	

-	Alteration	of	biophysical	processes	and	habitat.		

-	Modification	of	major	biogeochemical	cycles.		

-	Active	land	use	management	decisions.		

-	Human	health	outcomes.	

Environmental	 changes	 resulting	 from	 urbanization,	 in	 turn,	 affect	

human	and	ecological	well-being	811	

	

																																																								
810	Marzluff	et	al.,	Urban	Ecology:	An	International	Perspective	on	the	Interaction	Between	Humans	and	Nature.	

811	Patz	et	al.,	Source:	University	of	Washington,	Urban	Ecology	Research	Laboratory;	Rottle	and	Alberti,	“Climate	
Change	and	Place;	Alberti,	“The	Effects	of	Urban	Patterns	on	Ecosystem	Function”;	Alberti	et	al.,	“Integrating	Humans	
Into	Ecology:	Opportunities	and	Challenges	for	Urban	Ecology.”	
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e)	 	 Ecological	 Complex	 –	 Amos	 Hawley	 defined	 an	 “ecological	

complex.”	812	The	ecological	complex	is	“a	study	of	the	morphology	of	collective	

life	 in	 both	 static	 and	 dynamic	 aspects”	 taking	 into	 account:	 population,	

environment,	technology,	and	organization.813	

f)	 	Community	Ecology	–	Frank	Young	and	Keiko	Minai’s	“Community	

ecology”	 is	 a	 “structural”	 theory	 of	 Human	 Ecology,	 which	 interprets	

communities	as	problem-solving	organizations	 concerned	with	 improving	 the	

welfare	of	the	residents.	It	makes	a	distinction	between	their	problem-solving	

capacity	in	general	(structural	differentiation,	pluralism	and	solidarity)	versus	

specific	 (hospitals,	public	health	agencies,	public	 safety,	etc.)	and	postulates	a	

mutually	 reinforcing	 multiplicative	 interaction	 between	 them.	 The	 combined	

strength	 of	 these	 two	 types	 of	 social	 problem-solving	 capacities	 enables	

communities	 to	 overcome	 the	 impact	 of	 most	 environmental	 threats.	 It	 uses	

“population	 health”	 as	 the	 criterion	 of	 success	 and,	 postulates	 the	 causal	

primacy	of	“problem-solving	capacity.”814		

g)	Psychological	Ecology	and	Environmental	Psychology:	Developed	

by	 Kurt	 Lewin	 in	 the	 1930s,	 “his	 concept	 of	 ‘life	 space’	 or	 the	 ‘psychological	

field,’	has	important	implications…Lewin	considered	all	psychological	events	to	

be	 a	 function	 of	 ‘life	 space’	 wherein	 the	 individual	 and	 the	 environment	 are	

viewed	 as	 a	 single	 constellation	 of	 interdependent	 factors.”815	“Studies	 of	

‘group	atmosphere’	were	 carried	out	 at	 the	University	of	 Iowa	and	 led	 to	 the	

																																																								
812	Amos	H.	Hawley,	Human	Ecology,	67.	See	also	Otis	Dudley	Duncan,	Human	Ecology	and	Population	Studies	(1959).	

813	Philip	Hauser,	“Demography	and	Ecology,”	129.	

814	Young	and	Mina,	“Community	Ecology:	A	New	Theory	and	an	Illustrative	Test.”	

815	Bruhn,	“Human	Ecology:	A	Unifying	Science?”	117.	
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establishment	of	a	Research	Center	 for	Group	Dynamics	at	 the	Massachusetts	

Institute	of	Technology	in	1945.”816		

Psychological	Ecology	was	developed	by	Wright	and	Barker	(1950)	with	

later	 developments	 by	 Barker	 in	 1965.	 Previously	 psychologists	would	 avoid	

non-psychological	 factors	 considering	 them	 out	 of	 the	 boundaries	 of	

psychological	 laws.	 Wright	 and	 Barker	 would	 “contend	 that	 the	 task	 of	

psychological	ecology	 is	accounting	 for	 the	physical-biosocial	world	 (the	non-

psychological	 milieu)	 in	 which	 the	 person	 is	 immersed	 and	 attempting	 to	

understand	 the	 way	 this	 milieu	 is	 transformed	 into	 a	 psychological	

environment.”817	

Research	on	environmental	problems	by	a	few	psychologists	focused	on	

“the	 study	 of	 behavior	 in	 particular	 environmental	 contexts,	 which	 impose	

constraints	on	the	range	of	permissible	behaviors.”818	

The	use	of	space	in	everyday	behavior	(proxemics)	has	been	studied	by	
the	anthropologist	E.	T.	Hall	(1959,	1963,	1966).	Sommer	(1959,	1961,	
1965)	has	studied	 the	perception	of	space	and	spatial	 relations	among	
objects	and	persons;	habits,	attitudes,	and	values	concerning	the	use	of	
space	 and	 interpersonal	 distance;	 and	 the	 behavioral	 consequences	 of	
architectural	design.819		

Wohlwill	 presents	 three	 issues	 studied	 in	 Environmental	

Psychology:	 ”(1)	 the	 environment	 as	 a	 source	 of	 affect	 and	 attitudes,	 (2)	

approach	and	avoidance	responses	as	determined	by	environmental	attributes,	

and	 (3)	 adaptation	 to	 environmental	 qualities	 as	 a	 function	 of	 prolonged	

																																																								
816	Ibid,	117.	

817	Ibid.	

818	Ibid,	118.	

819	Ibid.	
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exposure.”820	This	will	bear	on	 the	 future	construction	of	 living	environments	

considering	 “behavior,	 the	 use	 of	 space	 and	 environmental	 facilities,	

preferences	in	regard	to	environmental	features,	and	tolerance	and	adaptation	

to	particular	environmental	conditions.”821	

	

6.-	Current	Approaches	to	Human	Ecology	

One	of	the	most	common	approaches	currently	in	Human	Ecology	relies	

on	systems	theory,822	as	“the	intersection	of	two	complex	adaptive	systems”823	

between	 people	 (social	 system)	 and	 their	 environment	 (rest	 of	 the	

ecosystem).824	“Human	 ecology	 extends	 how	 relationships	 occur	 in	 nature	 to	

human	systems,	such	as	those	concerned	with	managing	and	planning	human	

affairs...	 Language,	 culture,	 and	 technology…	 [as]	 ‘integrative	 traits’	 help	

distinguish	Human	Ecology	from	the	more	traditional	[human]	ecology”825		

Given	 the	multiplicity	of	views	 in	a	given	ecological	 situation,	which	 is	

“common	 in	 complex	 social-ecological	 systems,”	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	 shared	

understandings	 to	 allow	 comprehensive,	 that	 is	 “integrative,	 systemic	

approaches,”826	considering	“that	‘comprehensive’	means	much	the	same	as	the	

term	‘transdisciplinary’,	but	its	use	reduces	the	focus	on	academic	disciplines…	

																																																								
820	Ibid.	

821	Ibid.	

822	Steiner,	Human	Ecology:	Following	Nature’s	Lead,	23-24.	

823	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	xv.	

824	Marten,	Human	Ecology:	Basic	Concepts	for	Sustainable	Development,	1-2.	

825	Steiner,	Human	Ecology:	Following	Nature’s	Lead,	24.	

826	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	35-36.	
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[and]	values	the	expertise	of	people	drawn	from	many	walks	of	life.”827	Newell	

explores	 cognitive	 science,	 the	 use	 of	 mental	 models,	 metaphors,	 fuzzy	

categories,	 and	 communications	 to	 explain	 how	 complex	 domains	 of	 inquiry	

can	be	studied	and	discussed	by	people	from	different	disciplines	and	types	of	

approach.828	The	purpose	is	“the	development	of	a	theoretical	framework	that	

can	 support	 comprehensive	work	 in	human	ecology…	because	no	one	person	

can	 have	 expert	 knowledge	 of	 the	 whole	 of	 a	 complex	 social-ecological	

system.”829		

He	further	explains	how	in	systems	theory,	the	dynamics	of	stocks,	flows,	

and	 feedbacks	 are	 key	 elements	 for	Human	 Ecology’s	 theoretical	 framework.	

This	 leads	 to	 models	 of	 sustainability	 for	 social-ecological	 systems,	

sustainability	 being	 the	 understanding	 of	 the	 limits	 of	 our	 ecosystem,	 planet	

earth,	and	operating	within	those	limits.830	The	systems	approach	does	provide	

tools	to	build	models	that	help	analyze	complex	systems,	but	it	is	easy	to	forget	

their	 limitations	 and	 as	 said	 in	 chapter	 one,	 there	 are	 often	 unintended	

consequences	 when	 working	 on	 complex,	 open	 systems	 with	 “simple	 but	

potentially	misleading	simplifications.”831	The	climate	models	have	proven	how	

difficult	is	to	represent	complex	systems	whose	feedback	processes	we	do	not	

																																																								
827	Ibid,	36;	see	also	Knutsson,	“The	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,”	91.	“A	number	of	recent	approaches	to	
sustainable	development,	such	as	the	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,	are	genuinely	transdisciplinary	as	they	are	
produced,	disseminated	and	applied	in	the	borderland	between	research,	policy,	and	practice.	Human	Ecology	has	the	
capacity	to	contribute	to	a	better	understanding	and	a	critical	evaluation	of	such	new	approaches”	

828	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	35-55.	

829	Ibid,	54.	

830	Ibid,	57-110;	Marten,	Human	Ecology:	Basic	Concepts	for	Sustainable	Development,	p.	10.	

831	Pielke	Jr.,	The	Climate	Fix,	128.	
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fully	 understand.832	Even	 more	 difficult	 is	 representing	 human	 persons	 and	

their	interactions	in	society.		

Newell’s	human	models	ignore	the	moral	and	spiritual	dimensions,833	so	

if,	 “as	 Durkheim	 asserted,	 sociology	 is	 the	 scientific	 study	 of	 morality,	 and	

religion	 is	 the	 key	 producer	 of	 collectively	 held	 moral	 values,	 a	 focus	 on	

demographic	factors	related	to	religion	that	ignores	its	cultural	content	fails	to	

fulfill	 the	 Durkheimian	 promise	 of	 sociological	 investigation.”834	This	 critique	

could	 well	 apply	 to	 the	 systems	 approach.	 Systems	 theory,	 like	 the	 tools	 of	

policy	 sciences,	 can	 be	 useful	 when	 used	 as	 a	 tool	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 wider	

philosophical	 understanding	 of	 nature	 and	 the	 human	 person.	 Unfortunately,	

such	 tools	 present	 a	 temptation	 of	 pretending	 to	 encompass	 all	 of	 reality	 in	

what	 becomes	 one	 more	 effort	 of	 social	 engineering,	 blind	 to	 ethical	 and	

spiritual	 issues,	 and	 to	 the	mystery	 of	 conscience	 and	 freedom	of	 the	 human	

person.	 For	 example,	 Sachs,	 proposing	 a	 systems	 approach,	 defines	 it	 as	 a	

“normative	or	ethical	view	of	the	world,	a	way	to	define	the	objectives	of	a	well-

functioning	 society,	 one	 that	 delivers	wellbeing	 for	 its	 citizens	 today	 and	 for	

future	 generations…	 [and	which]	 urges	 us	 to	 have	 a	 holistic	 vision	 of	what	 a	

good	society	should	be.”835	

	

	

	

																																																								
832	Ibid.	

833	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	121.	

834	Blanchard	et	al.,	“Faith,	Morality	and	Mortality:	The	Ecological	Impact	of	Religion	on	Population	Health,”	1595.	

835	Sachs,	The	Age	of	Sustainable	Development,	11.	
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7.	Academic	and	Cultural	Presence	

In	 general,	 Human	 Ecology	 appears	 to	 be	 more	 present,	 both	 in	

academics	as	in	the	general	culture	around	the	world.	A	Korean	Association	of	

Human	Ecology	promotes	quality	family	life	and	contributes	to	the	advances	in	

technology	 and	 related	 industries	 by	 researching	 practical	 aspects	 of	 human	

advance	 ecology.836	In	 a	 recent	 Human	 Ecology	 International	 Conference	 in	

Putrajaya,	the	concept’s	appeal	was	used	to	counter	divisive	politics,837	and	in	

another	context	to	criticize	inequity	in	access	to	entertainment.838		

At	 a	 recent	 event	organized	by	 the	 Institute	 for	Human	Ecology	at	 the	

Catholic	 University	 of	 America,	 panelists	 discussed	whether	 one	 can	 be	 both	

pro-life	 and	 feminist.839	There	 are	 schools	 and	 colleges	 of	 Human	 Ecology	 in	

universities	 such	 as	 Rutgers,	 Cornell,	 Alberta,	 Michigan	 State,	 Wisconsin,	

Kansas	State,	Ohio	State,	Georgia	Southern,	the	College	of	the	Atlantic,	the	Tata	

Institute	 of	 Social	 Sciences	 in	 India	 and	 the	 Central	 Mindanao	 University	 in	

Philippines.	 In	 general,	 the	 focus	 is	on	basic	human	needs	and	 improving	 the	

human	experience	 in	very	practical	 applications.	Very	 common	are	 studies	 in	

apparel,	 textiles,	 fashion	 and	 interior	 design,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 consumer	

experience.	Also	common	are	family	studies,	health	and	human	services,	public	

policy,	civil	society,	urban	planning,	 family	and	personal	 finances.	Present	but	

																																																								
836	http://kjhe.or.kr/_common/do.php?a=current&b=11	

837	Social	media	has	emerged	as	a	challenge	that	must	be	addressed	by	future	leaders	as	part	of	the	dynamics	of	Human	
Ecology.	http://www.malaysiakini.com/news/379549	

838	http://wearyourvoicemag.com/identities/race/kendrick-lamar-black-music-accessible	

839	http://www.patheos.com/blogs/catholicnews/2017/04/feminists-and-pro-lifers-can-join-forces-and-why-they-
should/	
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with	less	emphasis,	 likely	due	to	being	part	of	other	disciplines	are	studies	on	

Human	Ecology	in	relation	to	sociology,	anthropology,	and	sustainability.	840	

	

8.	Other	issues	relevant	to	Human	Ecology	

a)	The	challenge	of	the	human	factor	

In	the	past	120	years	many	of	the	approaches	described	have	struggled	

with	 how	 to	 incorporate	 the	 human	 factor	 in	 their	 established	 disciplines.	

Scientists	in	geography	and	biology	became	aware	that	human	population	and	

its	 corresponding	 activity	 had	 an	 increasingly	 important	 impact	 on	 natural	

ecosystems	and	 their	 animal	 and	plant	populations,	 to	 the	point	of	 reshaping	

physical	 landscapes	 and	 climate	 with	 ensuing	 repercussions	 for	 the	 species	

inhabiting	those	environments.	

	At	the	same	time,	they	were	able	to	realize	that	the	natural	environment	

had	an	 influence	 in	shaping	 the	 form	of	human	communities,	 their	 food,	 their	

industry	 and	 commerce,	 the	 way	 they	 established	 their	 living	 arrangements,	

their	 travel,	 and	 even	 their	 political	 and	 military	 influence.	 It	 soon	 become	

obvious	 that,	 even	 as	 scientists	 tried	 to	 fit	 the	 human	 factor	 within	 their	

disciplines,	 they	 had	 no	 way	 to	 account	 for	 the	 cultural,	 moral	 and	 political	

factors	which	 caused	 human	 decisions	 directly	 affecting	 the	 environment.	 At	

the	 same	 time,	 trying	 to	 describe	 the	 consequences	 of	 the	 environment	 in	

human	life,	they	could	account	for	simple	physically	observable	elements	such	

as	 spatial	distribution,	movement,	 growth,	 and	decline,	but	 they	did	not	have	
																																																								
840	http://www.human.cornell.edu/	;	https://sohe.wisc.edu/	;	http://www.he.k-state.edu/	;	
https://ehe.osu.edu/human-sciences	;	http://chhs.georgiasouthern.edu/she/	;	
https://www.tiss.edu/view/6/mumbai-campus/school-of-human-ecology/about-us-4/	;	
http://www.cmu.edu.ph/academic-units/college-of-human-ecology/	
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the	tools	to	measure	or	classify	the	impact	of	the	environment	or	of	the	changes	

it	spurred	in	culture,	religious	practices,	political	organization	and	so	on.		

For	 sociology	 and	 other	 human	 sciences,	 the	 problem	 was	 different.	

They	focused	on	aspects	of	the	human	experience,	but	were	reluctant	to	place	

those	 areas	 of	 study	 in	 the	wider	 context	 of	 all	 of	 human	 experience,	 a	 step	

which	 would	 have	 required	 interaction	 with	 other	 disciplines	 and	 finding	

common	ground.	Philosophy	used	to	 integrate	knowledge	in	a	comprehensive	

whole	but	lost	this	role	and	its	role	assigning	areas	of	study	and	the	tools	and	

methods	proper	to	each	discipline.	Sociology,	like	other	disciplines,	now	defines	

its	 own	 epistemology,	 blurring	 its	 relation	 with	 others.	 Kuhn	 detected	 this	

problem,	 elaborating	 on	 the	 philosophy	 of	 science	 regarding	 paradigm	 shifts	

and	 the	 difficulty	 of	 disciplines	 operating	 under	 different	 paradigms	 to	

communicate	meaningfully	with	each	other.841	Thus,	 the	human	experience	 is	

fragmented	and	no	field	of	study	has	an	obvious	way	to	reintegrate	it.	The	next	

chapter	 will	 show	 opportunities	 for	 a	 comprehensive	 approach	 to	 Human	

Ecology	through	philosophy	and	theology.	

b)	Interdependence	of	culture,	society,	and	the	environment		

Many	 authors, 842 	as	 seen	 previously	 in	 this	 chapter,	 have	 long	

recognized	 the	 interdependence	of	 humans,	 expressed	 in	 culture	 and	 society,	

with	 the	 environment.	 Natural	 environments	 shape	 the	 human	 experience	 in	

many	ways,	 some	of	which	have	been	mentioned	 in	 the	previous	paragraphs,	

even	 shaping	 the	 psychological	 traits	 and	 dispositions	 of	 peoples	 living	 in	 a	

																																																								
841	Kuhn,	The	Structure	of	Scientific	Revolutions.	

842	Such	as	Warming,	Small,	Vincent,	Goode,	Hayes,	Tarde,	Barrows,	Odum,	Dunlap	and	Catton,	among	others.	
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common	 climate	 and	 territory,	 including	 aspects	 most	 removed	 from	 the	

physical,	 such	 as	 literature,	 philosophy,	 religious	 beliefs	 and	 practices,	 and	

political	 organization.	 Human	 action,	 as	 well,	 has	 profound	 effects	 on	 the	

environment.		

As	 we	 discussed	 in	 chapter	 one,	 the	 last	 fifty	 years	 abound	 with	

literature	 emphasizing	 the	 various,	 usually	 damaging,	 sometimes	 irreversible	

ways	human	action	has	impacted	the	environment.	We	also	observed	there	that	

to	 explain	 the	 causes	 of	 these	 actions,	 beyond	 immediate	 causes,	many	 have	

traced	 their	source	 to	religious	beliefs	or	philosophical	developments	such	as	

the	Enlightenment	and	the	Protestant	work	ethic	which	provided	cover	for	an	

unbridled	 exploitation	 of	 the	 natural	 environment.	 Others	 have	 found	 that	

externally	oriented	 religious	 traditions,	 such	as	 the	Catholic	 tradition,	 exert	 a	

strong	cultural	influence	which	enhances	population	health	and	life	expectancy	

and	has	a	positive	influence	in	problem	solving	capacity	and	social	support	 in	

societies.843	Calls	for	a	change	in	human	behavior	towards	the	environment	are	

based	on	 scientific	 data	 and	practical	 argument,	 but	 often	 appeal	 to	 religious	

and	 ethical	 arguments.	 More	 and	 more,	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 a	 need	 to	 find	 a	

transdisciplinary	 space	which	 can	process	 the	data	and	arguments	 from	such	

different	sources	and	fields	of	study	through	research,	policy,	and	practice.	

c)	Population	and	carrying	capacity		

That	we	might	 be	 approaching	 the	maximum	capacity	 of	 the	 earth	 for	

the	human	population,	 is	well-known	as	examined	 in	chapters	 two	and	three.	

Some,	indeed,	believe	we	have	already	exceeded	it.	Since	the	dire	predictions	of	

																																																								
843	Blanchard	et	al.,	“Faith,	Morality	and	Mortality:	The	Ecological	Impact	of	Religion	on	Population	Health,”	1592-1610.	
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The	Club	of	Rome,	many	more	have	ventured	catastrophic	forecasts	which	have	

not	been	realized.	This	is	due	to	three	types	of	causes.	One	is	the	fact	that	while	

we	 are	 still	 growing	 in	 total	 numbers,	 the	 rate	 of	 population	 growth	 is	

decreasing,	 in	 fact	 negative	 in	 many	 developed	 countries.	 Since	 the	 rate	 of	

consumption	 of	 goods	 and	 services,	 and	 consequently,	 its	 impact	 on	 natural	

resources	 is	 greater	 per	 capita	 in	 developed	 nations,	 this,	 compounded	with	

their	minimal	or	negative	growth,	accounts	for	a	lesser	than	forecasted	impact	

in	the	depletion	of	natural	resources.		

A	 second	 factor	 is	 technology.	 New	 developments	 in	 science	 and	

technology	are	helping	to	make	more	efficient	use	of	resources	and	to	remedy	

some	 of	 the	 negative	 consequences	 predicted.	 Cleaner	 technologies	 are	

replacing	 older,	more	 polluting	 ones.	 A	 third	 factor	 is	 that	many	 predictions	

were	 intended	 to	 motivate	 action,	 presenting	 pessimistic	 scenarios	 which	

turned	 out	 to	 be	 unrealistic.	 This	 is	 very	 much	 a	 controversial	 area	 of	

discussion.	On	one	hand,	it	is	regrettable	that	the	doomsayers	cried	“wolf”	too	

many	 times,	 discrediting	 their	 position.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 rate	 of	 use	 of	

natural	 resources	 continues	 to	 increase,	 and	 there	 are	 no	 reasonable	 and	

commensurate	plans	to	rein	it	in.	A	leading	concern	is	the	reliance	of	our	way	of	

life	on	the	extensive	use	of	energy.	

d)	Economy	and	energy:		

The	 current	 economy	 relies	 heavily	 on	 the	use	 of	 energy,	mostly	 from	

non-renewable	sources	such	as	coal,	oil,	and	gas.	In	the	past,	many	have	warned	

that	we	were	running	out	of	fuel,	that	at	the	current	trend	we	only	had	reserves	

for	 a	 few	 decades.	 In	 the	 last	 twenty	 years	 those	 predictions	 have	 been	
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discredited.	Newly	found	reserves	 in	gas	and	oil,	made	available	through	new	

technology	 in	 sands,	 shale,	 and	deep	water	drilling	have	pushed	 the	deadline	

beyond	 a	 century.844	With	 the	 constantly	 increasing	 rate	 of	 technological	

progress,	it	is	difficult	to	assess	of	energy	use,	let	alone	the	rate	of	carbon	fuel	

energy	use,	a	hundred	years	from	now.	The	more	urgent	problem	with	the	rate	

of	carbon	fuel	use	is	climate	change.		

Climate	is	affected	by	human	action.	Teophrastus	in	the	third	century	BC	

already	identified	that	drying	swamps	cooled	the	climate	while	cutting	forests	

made	 it	warmer.	 In	 the	 past	 two	hundred	 years,	 a	 sequence	 of	 scientists	 has	

built	 on	 each	 other’s	 progress	 to	 identify	 the	 effect	 of	 greenhouse	 gases	 and	

their	 relevance	 to	 atmosphere	 temperatures.	 They	 have	 identified	 different	

gases	produced	by	human	activity	and	among	them	the	preeminent	 impact	of	

carbon	dioxide	 (CO2).	Global	 temperature	seems	 to	have	risen	between	1850	

and	2010	by	0.75	degrees	Celsius.		

This,	 of	 itself,	 could	be	part	 of	 other	natural	 cycles.	However,	 CO2	has	

risen	 from	 280	 ppm	 (parts	 per	 million)	 in	 1750	 to	 390	 ppm	 in	 2010.	 It	 is	

estimated	 that,	 globally,	we	 currently	 add	33	Giga	 tons	of	CO2	each	year	 and	

only	16	 are	processed	by	 earth	 and	oceans,	 adding	 a	 remaining	17	Giga	 tons	

each	 year	 to	 the	 atmosphere.	 The	 estimate	 is	 that	 7.8	 Giga	 tons	 elevate	 the	

concentration	in	one	ppm.845	It	 is	difficult	to	ascertain	the	exact	impact	of	this	

on	 global	 temperatures	 but	 it	 certainly	 adds	 to	 the	 greenhouse	 effect.	 A	

																																																								
844	Yergin,	The	Quest:	Energy,	Security,	and	the	Remaking	of	the	Modern	World,	227-241.	

845	Pielke,	The	Climate	Fix,	9-10.	
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practical	way	to	break	down	the	components	that	lead	to	those	annual	33	Giga	

tons	is	the	equation	known	as	the	Kaya	factor:846		

POPULATION	 *	 GDP	 PER	 CAPITA	 *	 ENERGY	 INTENSITY	 *	 CARBON	

INTENSITY	=	TOTAL	CARBON	

The	GDP	per	capita	is	clearly	linked	to	the	standard	of	life,	or	the	goods	

and	 services	 consumed,	 including	 the	 overhead	 and	 production	 chain	 to	

support	providing	those	goods	and	services.	The	two	intensity	variables	are	the	

least	controversial	as	they	are	changed	mostly	by	technology.	Energy	intensity	

is	 the	 amount	 of	 energy	 needed	 to	 produce	 each	 unit	 of	 GDP.	 This	 can	 be	

improved	 in	 terms	 of	 efficiency	 and	 productivity	 but	 these	 will	 be	 marginal	

increments.	 Carbon	 intensity	 is	 the	 amount	 of	 carbon	 emissions	 released	 to	

produce	each	unit	of	energy.	This	involves	two	factors.	One	is	the	efficiency	of	

the	conversion	of	fuel	to	energy,	that	is,	how	much	gas,	oil	or	coal	is	burnt.	The	

other	factor	relies	on	how	“clean”	the	process	of	burning	each	unit	of	fuel	can	

be.847	Both	 are	 being	 aggressively	 tackled	 but	 are	 only	 expected	 to	 yield	

marginal	increments.		

The	variable	of	population	was	featured	prominently	as	the	determining	

component	 in	 the	 last	 third	of	 the	 twentieth	century.	Many	organizations	and	

governments	 pushed	 hard	 to	 attain	 specific	 goals	 limiting	 population.	 The	

consequences	have	been	complicated	to	say	the	least.	Reduction	targets	turned	

into	quotas	with	grievous	consequences	 in	abuse	of	human	rights	with	forced	

																																																								
846	Ibid,	69.	Kaya	identity	is	named	after	Yoichi	Kaya,	Director	General	of	the	Research	Institute	of	Innovative	
Technology	for	the	Earth	in	Kyoto,	Japan;	he	proposed	it	in	the	late	1980s.	

847	Ibid,	219.	“There	are	only	two	ways	that	decarbonization	of	economic	activity	will	occur…	improving	the	energy	
efficiency	of	the	economy…	and	the	other	is	through	decarbonization	of	the	energy	supply.”	
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abortions	 and	 sterilizations	 in	many	developing	 countries,848	often	 sponsored	

by	 the	United	Nations,	 and	other	 international	bodies	or	aid	programs	where	

developed	countries	linked	aid	to	population	targets,	as	recently	denounced	by	

Archbishop	Auza,	 the	Vatican’s	 representative	 at	 the	UN.849	This	was	 seen	 by	

many	in	developing	countries	as	yet	another	assault	on	the	poor.	Countries	like	

China	 developed	 and	 enforced	 their	 own	 policies	 with	 their	 own	 score	 of	

abused	 human	 rights.850	The	 rhetoric	 that	 often	 accompanied	 these	 efforts	

regarded	 mankind	 as,	 if	 not	 a	 pest,	 at	 least	 a	 problem	 that	 needed	 to	 be	

controlled.851	Because	of	the	many	ethical	issues	raised	and	because	as	seen	in	

chapter	 two,	 the	 growth	 rate	 has	 sharply	 decreased,	 currently	 there	 is	

reluctance	to	seriously	propose	population	control	as	a	solution.		

One	 of	 the	 more	 controversial	 themes	 is	 the	 controversial	 but	

undeniable	 factor	of	 intense	 consumption	and	 its	broad	variation	 in	different	

societies.	 Consumption	 of	 goods	 and	 services	 and	 corresponding	 energy	 in	

developed	countries	is	calculated	to	be	40	to	70	times	as	much	as	in	the	poorest	

societies.	 This	 level	 of	 consumption	 is	 unmanageable	 for	 the	 world’s	

population.852	It	could	be	argued	that,	if	the	goal	is	to	reduce	human	impact	on	

climate	change,	one	human	life	less	in	developed	countries	could	spare	fifty	of	

																																																								
848	Steven	Mosher	and	Anne	Morse,	“The	New	York	Times	Throws	in	the	Towel	on	‘Overpopulation.’”	“Past	half	century	
[that]	has	seen	tens	of	millions	of	men	and	women	sterilized	without	their	consent	and	tens	of	millions	of	women	
forcibly	aborted.”	

849	Lisa	Bourne,	“Pope’s	Emissary	Slams	UN	Population	Control	Efforts,”	Lifesite	News,	Apr	7,	2017.	He	“criticized	
prosperous	nations	that	withhold	authentic	aid	from	developing	nations	as	a	form	of	coerced	population	control.”	

850	Pielke,	The	Climate	Fix,	104.	China	says,	“It’s	one-child	policy	had	prevented	400	million	births	that	otherwise	would	
have	occurred,	with	dramatic	implications	for	carbon	dioxide	emissions.”	

851	Shenan	J.	Boquet,	“By	Their	Fruits	(and	Their	Names)	You	Shall	Know	Them,”	Human	Life	International,	April	8,	
2017.	

852	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	8.		For	“Human	Ecology…	there	is	something	fundamentally	
wrong	if	what	one	community	regards	as	a	reasonable	expectation	can	be	met	only	if	other	communities	must	settle	for	
much	lower	levels	of	consumption…	unethical,	particularly	when	it	imposes	low	levels	of	consumption	that	prevent	
individuals	achieving	even	a	basic	level	of	health	and	wellbeing.”			



	 238	

the	more	deprived	human	persons.	The	unstated	counter-argument	is	that	the	

quality	of	life	of	someone	in	a	developed	country	might	be	of	greater	worth	in	

itself,	and	therefore	more	productive	to	society,	than	the	life	of	someone	who	is	

barely	productive	and	so	much	 in	need	of	aid,	someone	clearly	“a	burden”	on	

the	global	system.	This	would	lead	us	into	very	treacherous	grounds.	

Many	 issues	 can	 be	 raised	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 remaining	 variable,	 the	

GDP	per	capita,	which	is	linked	to	the	standard	of	life,	or	the	goods	and	services	

consumed.	 It	 clearly	depends	on	 the	 lifestyle	 set	 as	 a	 standard.853	It	 is	 hardly	

reasonable	to	set	a	standard	that	would	be	impossible	to	sustain	if	it	were	to	be	

extended	 to	 the	 global	 population.	 Likewise,	 to	 consider	 such	 a	 standard	

available	 only	 to	 the	 restricted	 few	 that	 our	 current	 economic	 system	 allows	

the	means	to	afford	it,	is	hardly	ethical.		To	allow	market	forces	and	interests	to	

propose	 it	 as	 the	 standard	of	 life	 all	 should	aspire	 to	attain	 is	unrealistic	 and	

socially	divisive.	Nevertheless,	 this	quest	 for	an	ever-higher	standard	of	 living	

through	 ever	 growing	 consumerism	 is	 pushed	 into	 a	 viciously	 accelerating	

cycle.	 People	 seek	 for	 whatever	 can	 relieve	 the	 interior	 void	 left	 by	 a	

materialistic	society	which	has	corroded	ideals	with	skepticism	and	cynicism.		

Unfortunately,	 the	 easiest	 means	 are	 a	 myriad	 of	 material	 goods	 and	

services	 catering	 to	every	 imaginable	whim	and	promising	 instant	happiness,	

success,	and	popularity.	Our	economic	and	commercial	system	is	all	too	ready	

to	 fill	 that	 void	 by	 selling	 whatever	 people	 can	 be	 persuaded	 to	 buy	 with	

sophisticated	marketing	strategies	and	painless	credit	schemes.	Governments,	

whose	 macroeconomic	 planning	 relies	 on	 and	 even	 requires	 increased	

																																																								
853	Ibid,	8,	“Human	Ecology	is	fundamentally	concerned	with	the	age-old	questions	of	the	human	condition,	‘What	
makes	life	possible?’	and	‘What	makes	life	worthwhile?’”	or,	survival	and	fulfillment.	
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economic	growth	are	complicit	in	supporting	these	dynamics	with	little	regard	

for	the	actual	needs	and	well-being	of	people.		

The	outcome	is	a	frenzy	of	consumerism854	which	is	political	suicide	to	

question	but	which	extracts	more	and	more	natural	resources,	to	produce	more	

and	more	goods,	burning	more	and	more	fuel.	Since	these	goods	are	not	related	

to	real	needs,	 it	 is	no	surprise	how	many	soon	end	up	discarded,	contributing	

more	 and	 more	 waste	 to	 the	 already	 overwhelming	 challenge	 of	 pollution,	

recycling	 and	 waste	 disposal.	 Furthermore,	 a	 greater	 GDP	 is	 not	 real	 to	 the	

degree	that	it	relies	on	unsustainable	levels	of	credit,	both	personal	and	public	

debt,	which	compromises	 long	 term	stability	and	 the	development	of	 families	

and	nations.	

We	 have	 two	 solutions	 and	 we	 need	 both.	 One	 is	 dismantling	 this	

scheme	 of	 constant	 growth	 and	 consumerism.855	We	 might	 be	 closer	 to	

sustainability	if	we	focused	on	real	needs	and	not	an	artificial	market.	However,	

this	 runs	 against	 the	 “iron	 law	 of	 climate	 policy.”856	The	 other	 solution	 is	

replacing	carbon	fuel	with	cleaner	sources	of	renewable	energy.	This	requires	a	

greater	 commitment	 to	 developing	 new	 technologies.857	Both	 solutions	 are	

compatible	with	a	reasonable	and	natural	approach	to	a	harmonious	relation	of	

man	 and	 his	 environment.	 Unfortunately,	 both	 require	 great	 political	

commitment	against	formidable	and	entrenched	social	dynamics.		

																																																								
854	Ibid,	173,	“Excessive	consumerism	and	individualism	in	modern	societies	harms	the	community	by	eroding	social	
capital,	resulting	in	loneliness,	stress	or	depression.”	

855	Ibid,	“If	addressing	negative	outcomes	of	consumerism	requires	consumption	levels	to	be	reduced,	this	tends	to	
oppose	the	core	values	enshrined	in	the	Paradigm	of	Limitless	Growth.”	

856	Pielke,	The	Climate	Fix,	46.	

857	Ibid,	224,	The	challenge	is	“to	develop	alternative	[cleaner]	sources	of	energy	supply	that	are	cheaper	than	fossil	
fuels,”	and	this	requires	aggressive	technological	innovation	and	government	support.	
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These	aspects	that	connect	economy	and	energy	are	important	but	by	no	

means	 the	only	ones	 that	combine	 the	complex	processes	 that	govern	human	

purposes,	 choices	 and	 actions;	 the	 way	 they	 shape	 social	 dynamics	 and	 the	

interrelation	of	all	this	with	the	natural	environment.	An	appropriate	response	

implies	a	long-term	approach	of	research	and	education	to	find	feasible	ways	to	

develop	and	implement	these	solutions	for	the	issues	of	economy	and	energy,	

considering	 other	 related	 issues	 which	 impact	 the	 human	 and	 natural	

environment;	 with	 the	 added	 challenge	 of	 gaining	 the	 indispensable	

widespread	popular	and	political	support.	

“[A]	 paradigm	 that	 promotes	 the	 goal	 of	 ‘sufficiency’	 must	 come	 to	

dominate	 the	human	economy	now	 that	 it	 is	 global.”858	Since	over-consumers	

are	the	affluent	and	powerful,	it	is	unlikely	that	they	can	be	forced	to	consume	

less,	 which	 brings	 us	 back	 to	 the	 core	 of	 what	 is	 human:	 ethics	 and	 free	

choice.859	This	 approach	must	 necessarily	 incorporate	 the	 empirical	 sciences,	

the	human	sciences,	and	philosophy,	but	also	consider	the	spiritual	purpose.	A	

comprehensive	 vision	 as	what	 could	 arise	 from	Human	Ecology	 could	 rise	 to	

this	challenge	and	provide	a	powerfully	persuasive	and	integrated	approach.	

	

9.	The	advantage	and	weakness	of	Interdisciplinarity	in	Human	Ecology	

Human	 Ecology	 has	 been	 seen	 from	 its	 origins	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	

bridge	divisions	between	disciplines	and	achieve	an	integrated	approach.	It	has	

also	 been	 forcibly	 incorporated	 in	 specific	 disciplines.	 “Darwin	 (1873)	

																																																								
858	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	176.		

859	Ibid.	



	 241	

recognized	both	 the	need	 for	and	the	difficulty	of	achieving	a	grand	theory	of	

the	 mutual	 relations	 of	 all	 organic	 beings.	 …	 As	 concern	 over	 current	 man-

environment	 problems	 has	 increased,	 there	 has	 been	 a	 renewed	 interest	 in	

interdisciplinary	 approaches	 and	 appeals	 for	 a	 unified	 science	 of	 man-

environment	 relations.”860	Human	 Ecology	 seemed	 suited	 to	 respond	 to	 this	

need,	 as	 recognized	 by	many	 of	 the	 authors	 covered	 in	 this	 chapter,	 but	 “as	

ecological	 concepts	and	principles,	developed	originally	 in	biology,	have	been	

adapted	 to	 the	 study	 of	 man-environment	 interrelationships	 in	 geography,	

anthropology,	 sociology,	 and	 psychology,	 human	 ecology	 has	 emerged	 as	 a	

specialty	 within	 each	 discipline.” 861 	This	 “highly	 specialized	 and	

compartmentalized	 development	 of	 human	 ecology	 has	 inhibited	 attempts	 to	

reach	solutions	to	contemporary	man-environment	problems	which	cut	across	

disciplines.”862			

Different	 proposals	 have	 been	 made	 with	 the	 goal	 of	 achieving	 an	

interdisciplinary	 approach,	 such	 as	 “the	overlap	of	 narrow	 specialties…	 [and]	

organizational	changes	 in	universities	which	will	enable	scholars	to	specialize	

in	interdisciplinary	work…	[or	even]	establishing	separate	institutes	composed	

of	 scholars	 who	 are	 problem	 oriented”863	However,	 there	 is	 a	 “lack	 of	

interdisciplinary	 studies.	While	 it	 is	 not	 popular	 to	 advocate	 such	 studies	 in	

universities	 or	 to	 propose	 that	 research	 be	 more	 oriented	 toward	 reaching	

solutions	 to	 current	 human	 ecological	 problems,	 these	 appear	 to	 be	 worth	

serious	consideration	if	human	ecology	is	indeed	to	ever	become,	in	practice,	a	
																																																								
860	Bruhn,	“Human	Ecology:	A	Unifying	Science?”	118-119.	

861	Ibid,	105.	

862	Ibid,	106.	

863	Ibid.	
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unifying	science.”864	“Yet,	as	E.	P.	Odum	states,	‘just	how	applied	human	ecology	

is	to	be	developed	and	structured	so	that	worthwhile	goals	can	be	achieved	in	

the	real	world	of	society	can	be	but	dimly	perceived	at	this	point	in	history.’”	865	

In	spite	of	the	challenges,	“[p]ublic	and	private	contributors	to	research	

and	 development	 programmes	 are	 increasingly	 calling	 for	 integrated	

approaches.	 For	 human	 ecologists,	 with	 a	 long	 tradition	 of	 interdisciplinary	

research	 on	 the	 complex	 interactions	 between	 people	 and	 the	 environment,	

this	 trend	 is	 of	 course	 welcomed	 warmly.”866	These	 approaches	 require	

knowledge	 integration	 which	 require	 standards	 for	 assessing,	 comparing,	 or	

evaluating	processes	to	integrate	knowledge.	“Without	standards	of	judgement,	

any	approach	that	labels	itself	interdisciplinary,	integrative,	or	holistic,	is	likely	

to	 be	 accepted	 as	 such”867	which	 leads	 to	 “unrealistic	 hopes	 or	 unfounded	

criticism.“868	The	Assessment	Framework	proposed	by	Knutsson869	is	one	such	

tool	“for	human	ecology	to	develop	standards	for	knowledge	integration,	which	

can	 contribute	 to	 more	 integrative	 approaches	 to	 sustainable	 development	

problems	in	research,	education,	policy	and	practice.”870	

	

	

	

																																																								
864	Ibid.	

865	Ibid.	

866	Knutsson,	The	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,	91.	

867	Ibid.	

868	Ibid.	

869	Ibid,	91-96.	

870	Ibid,	97.	
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10.	Human	Ecology	as	an	Interdisciplinary	Field	

Human	Ecology,	as	both	study	and	practical	application	to	improve	the	

complex	 reality	 that	 encompasses	 the	 natural,	 social,	 cultural	 and	 spiritual	

environment	in	which	human	persons	live,	can	and	must	explore	realities	that	

require	an	interdisciplinary	and	transdisciplinary	approach.871	This	requires	“a	

range	 of	 skills,	 perspectives,	 and	 understandings	 to	 be	 brought	 together	 in	

management	 collaboration.	 This	 is	 one	 reason	 why	 Human	 Ecology	 is	

necessarily	 transdisciplinary.”872	This	 applies	 both	 to	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	

individual	person	and	of	social	processes.		

Human	 Ecology	 needs	 to	 be	 understood	 in	 the	 Aristotelian	 sense	 of	

politics,	 that	 is,	 the	 pursuit	 of	 the	 common	 good,	 understood	 as	 making	 life	

possible	and	worthwhile	for	all.		Ecology	cannot	include	Human	Ecology	as	part	

of	 itself.	 It	 lacks	 the	methods	to	encompass	 the	 issues	which	an	anthropology	

recognizing	 the	 rational,	moral	 and	 spiritual	dimensions	 addresses.	However,	

there	 would	 be	 a	 significant	 natural	 overlap	 between	 sociology	 and	 Human	

Ecology,	 perhaps	 leaving	 the	 natural	 environment	 out	 of	 sociology’s	 shadow.	

However,	as	sociology	has	become	more	fragmented	and	focused	on	statistical	

studies	 of	 social	 phenomena,	 retreating	 from	 philosophy	 and	 the	

understanding	 of	 the	 nature	 and	 teleology	 of	 the	 human	 person,	 it	 has	

descended	 to	 a	 more	 pragmatic	 level.	 Its	 field	 work	 and	 studies,	 with	

epistemological	qualification,	could	be	useful	for	a	higher	integration	in	Human	

Ecology.			

																																																								
871	Dyball	and	Newell,	Understanding	Human	Ecology,	10,	“Social-ecological	problems	are	not	so	much	‘solved’	as	
rendered	manageable.”	

872	Ibid,	11.	
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This	account	of	 the	brief	history	of	Human	Ecology	has	both	 identified	

problems,	and	yielded	insights	to	consider	moving	forward.	 It	has	established	

the	 interdependence	 of	 the	 human	 person	 with	 the	 human	 and	 natural	

environments,	and	how	they	resemble	and	affect	each	other.	Different	views	on	

how	 humans	 differ	 from	 animals	 and	 plants,	 and	 the	 tensions	 in	 how	 these	

relations	 are	 defined,	 have	 led	 us	 to	 consider	 a	 human	 ecology	 open	 to	

transcendence,	 as	 the	 most	 integral	 option.	 The	 ecosystem	 concept	 and	 the	

need	 for	 cooperation	 echoed	 by	 many,	 helps	 to	 strive	 for	 harmony	 in	 that	

integration.	Once	and	again,	the	need	for	ethics	and	ordered	freedom,	and	the	

spiritual	aspect	implied,	are	recognized	as	a	key	part	of	any	solution.	

Another	 aspect	 is	 understanding	 the	 tension	 between	 disciplines	 and	

their	own	 interests	 in	using	HE,	while	at	 the	same	time	seeking	methods	 that	

respect	the	realities	involved	when	bridging	the	boundaries,	and	the	need	of	an	

integrating	perspective	with	a	sound	comprehensive	epistemology.		Geography	

(natural	 space),	 technology,	 the	 physchophysical	 (human	 nature),	 the	 social	

space	 (with	 its	 hard	 structures	 of	 politic,	 law	 and	 economy,	 and	 the	 soft	

realities	 of	 culture,	 relations	 and	 community),	 encompassing	 the	 natural	 and	

social	 sciences,	 as	 well	 as	 philosophy	 and	 faith	 to	 account	 for	 the	 spiritual	

nature	of	the	human,	all	need	to	be	reconciled.	A	holistic	Human	Ecology	may	

have	the	vitalizing,	unifying	influence	needed	for	it	

All	 this	 is	 relevant	 to	 the	 flourishing	 of	 the	 human	 person	 and	 the	

common	 good.	 It	 has	 also	 made	 evident	 the	 challenges	 to	 reconcile	 and	

integrate	them	harmoniously.	The	next	chapter	will	attempt	to	respond	to	this	

challenge	from	the	Catholic	approach	to	Human	Ecology.	
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Chapter	5.	Human	Ecology	in	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI	

	

In	 chapters	 one	 and	 two	 we	 were	 able	 to	 follow	 the	 process	 that	

generated	 the	 field	 of	 Sustainable	 Development	 (SD),	 its	 more	 mature	

expression,	and	also	the	distortions	and	challenges	it	presents	today.	In	chapter	

three	we	discussed	the	flawed	underlying	conception	of	man	and	society	most	

at	 the	 root	 of	 those	 distortions.	 Chapter	 four	 presented	 a	 brief	 history	 of	

Human	Ecology	emphasizing	the	ideas	that	had	enriched	it	 in	the	process	and	

which	 could	be	more	helpful	 to	develop	a	better	 context	 for	SD.	This	 chapter	

builds	 on	 that	 wealth	 of	 Human	 Ecology	 providing	 two	 key	 elements	 absent	

from	 SD	 and	 from	 previous	 versions	 of	 Human	 Ecology.	 One	 is	 a	 sound	

anthropology,	 a	 complete	 and	 consistent	 approach	 to	 the	human	person;	 and	

two,	from	that	anthropology,	a	harmonious	view	of	man,	society,	nature	and	all	

of	reality.	They	reshape	the	discussion	allowing	an	 integral	approach,	even	as	

we	cover	the	different	aspects	of	the	human	experience	relevant	to	SD.	

Most	of	the	important	aspects	are	covered	in	both	popes,	although	each	

one	has	also	particular	contributions	and	features	that	merit	special	treatment.	

Finally,	even	if	not	part	of	the	defined	subject	of	study,	a	brief	account	is	given	

of	more	recent	scholarship	and	Pope	Francis’s	encyclical	Laudato	Sí.		
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Part	A.			John	Paul	II	

1.	Introduction	

The	concept	of	Human	Ecology	first	appears	in	Catholic	teaching	in	the	

1991	 encyclical	 Centesimus	Annus	(see	 exceptions	 in	 next	 paragraph).	 At	 the	

beginning	 of	 this	 research	 in	 2010,	 nothing	 was	 found	 published	 in	 Catholic	

secondary	 scholarship	 regarding	 Human	 Ecology,	 although	 one	 can	 only	

speculate	as	to	why.	When	John	Paul	II	used	the	term	Human	Ecology	in	1991,	

the	 Iron	 Curtain	 had	 fallen	 recently	 and	 the	 political	 turmoil	 in	 Soviet	 Bloc	

countries	drew	significant	attention.	

	As	 the	 pope	 tried	 to	 steer	 the	 course	 denouncing	 the	 evils	 of	Marxist	

and	totalitarian	regimes,	so	harmful	to	the	dignity	and	life	of	human	persons,	he	

also	made	it	clear	that	capitalism,	having	outlived	socialism	in	the	political	and	

economical	confrontation	of	the	Cold	War,	was	not	the	only	model	of	economic	

organization.873	He	 said	 that	 both	 capitalism	 and	 the	 market	 have	 to	 be	

“bridled”	by	 the	 forces	of	state	and	society	 to	allow	human	and	moral	 factors	

greater	weight	so	that	human	dignity	can	be	protected.	In	the	frenzy	to	declare	

western	capitalist	democracy	victor	in	this	struggle	and	the	proven	alternative	

to	be	adopted,	such	warnings	and	nuances	were	ignored,	if	not	misunderstood.	

More	recently,	something	similar	happened	with	Benedict	XVI’s	assessment	of	

capitalism	 and	 the	 market	 in	 his	 encyclical	 Caritas	 in	Veritate.	 With	 all	 this,	

Human	Ecology	was	easily	overlooked.	

Prior	 to	 this	 time,	 Pope	 Paul	 VI	 used	 the	 term	 Human	 Ecology	 in	 a	

passing	way	which	suggests	that,	although	there	was	no	deliberate	intention	to	
																																																								
873	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§35.	
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establish	 the	 concept,	 Human	 Ecology	 is	 integral	 to	 the	 natural	 view	 that	

Catholics	 have	 of	man	 and	 the	world.	 The	 first	 occasion	was	 in	 a	 short	 1971	

address	alluding	to	ecology—purifying	 the	physical	environment—and	noting	

that	 we	 should	 also	 purify	 the	 human	 environment,	 the	 moral	 ecology,	 and	

protect	 our	 own	 hearts	 from	 this	 pollution.874	The	 next	 occasion	was	 a	 1973	

General	 Audience	 alluding	 to	 the	 conversion	 of	 the	 heart,	 center	 of	 all	moral	

and	spiritual	 life	and	choices,	where	we	encounter	God,	and	noting	we	should	

guard	it	and	our	personal	conscience	from	the	widespread	public	exposure	of	

pornography	 and	 other	 immoral	 exhibitions	 that	 damage	 Human	 Ecology.875	

These	speeches	are	available	only	in	Italian;	and	since	the	concept	was	not	used	

again	 for	 eighteen	 years,	 it	 was	 easy	 to	 overlook	 the	 references	 to	 Human	

Ecology.	

Returning	 to	 John	 Paul	 II,	 there	 is	 almost	 no	 information	 available	 to	

trace	the	origin	of	the	concept	in	John	Paul	II,	with	two	exceptions.	One	comes	

from	 an	 account	 by	 Cardinal	 Jorge	 María	 Mejía,	 appointed	 to	 the	 Pontifical	

Council	 for	 Justice	 and	 Peace	 in	 1986.	 In	 that	 capacity,	 he	worked	with	 John	

Paul	 II	 on	 the	draft	of	Centesimus	Annus.	He	was	 candid	and	his	account	 is	of	

such	value	–and	not	found	anywhere	else–	that	it	is	worthwhile	to		quote	it	in	

full:			

When the encyclical was written, it was well remembered that in "Sollicitudo 
rei socialis" the theme of general ecology had been well developed from the 

																																																								
874	Pope	Paul	VI,	“Regina	Coeli,”	April	18,	1971.	“Si	parla	oggi	di	ecologia,	cioè	di	igiene	e	di	purificazione	dell’ambiente	
naturale	fisico;	molto	bene.	Perché	non	parlare	anche,	e	a	maggior	ragione,	dell’onestà,	della	dignità	morale	
dell’ambiente	umano?	Facciamo	voti	che	anche	l’ecologia	morale	preoccupi	quanti	hanno	a	cuore	e	hanno	
responsabilità	del	pubblico	bene.	Ma	intanto,	noi	credenti,	desiderosi	di	coerenza,	badiamo	a	difendere	i	cuori	
dall’inquinamento	ambientale.”	Emphasis	mine.	

875	Pope	Paul	VI,	“General	Audience,”	November	7,	1973.	“La	pubblicità	e	la	propaganda,	oggi	tanto	ignobilmente	
diffusa,	per	ciò	che	conturba	e	contamina	gli	spiriti,	con	la	pornografia,	gli	spettacoli	immorali,	e	le	esibizioni	licenziose.	
Dov’è	l’«ecologia»	umana?		Dobbiamo	essere	bravi	e	coraggiosi	nell’intento	di	portare	il	rinnovamento	e	la	
pacificazione,	giù,	nel	centro	della	nostra	coscienza	personale.”	Emphasis	mine.	
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theological and pastoral point of view. The Pope insisted this time that this 
was very well and it was necessary to insist on the subject. But he himself 
suggested to extend it to what he called human ecology, and which consisted 
in the respect and promotion of what is proper and necessary for the life of 
persons according to the demands of their nature. In that was included too, 
and especially, the family as a unit of man and woman with its own 
demands. I want to say that I received the topic well matured from the Pope 
himself, and I proposed to him a wording of the same theme, which he 
accepted. But the subject comes exclusively from him.	876  

John	 Paul	 II	 might	 have	 found	 the	 term,	 but	 Cardinal	 Mejía’s	 account	

indicates	that	the	content	he	ascribed	to	it	was	not	indebted	to	another	author,	

but	 more	 likely	 the	 result	 of	 his	 own	 painstakingly	 matured	 concerns	 and	

reflections	 which	 eventually	 found	 their	 expression	 in	 the	 term	 of	 Human	

Ecology.	The	quote	continues:	

From what source? It seems to me that it can only be inferred that it responds 
to Pope John Paul's constant concern for the reality of the family. But also 
his intuition that the ecological requirement could not and should not be 
limited to the visible nature; climate, animals, plants and natural resources. I 
dare say, but I have no proof of this, that this comes from the constant 
meditation of the Pope on the biblical text of Genesis, chap. 1 where it is true 
the general theme of ecology is founded, when it is well understood, but 
where it also appears and crowns it, the reality of man and woman, divine 
image and their mutual relationship. The context is certainly this. I do not 
think I can or should say more.877 

His concern for the family is well known and we’ll see this reflected on the 

place he gives to the family in Human Ecology. His reflections on Genesis and 

																																																								
876	Personal	correspondence	with	Cardinal	Jorge	María	Mejía,	email	dated	Sep	17,	2013,	my	own	translation	from	the	
original	in	Spanish:	“Cuando	se	hacía	la	redacción	de	esa	encíclica,	se	tenía	bien	presente	que	en	"Sollicitudo	rei	
socialis"	se	había	desarrollado	bien	el	tema	de	la	ecología	general,	desde	el	punto	de	vista	teológico	y	pastoral.	El	Papa	
insistía	esta	vez	en	que	eso	estaba	muy	bien	y	era	necesario	insistir	en	el	tema.	Pero	él	mismo	sugería	que	se	lo	
ampliara	a	lo	que	él	llamaba	ecología	humana	y	que	consistía	en	el	respeto	y	la	promoción	de	lo	que	es	propio	y	
necesario	de	una	vida	de	las	personas	conforme	a	las	exigencias	de	su	naturaleza.	En	eso	entraba	también	y	sobre	todo	
la	familia	como	unidad	de	hombre	y	mujer	con	sus	exigencias	también	propias.	Quiero	decir	que	yo	recibí	el	tema	ya	
bien	madurado	de	parte	del	Papa	y	le	propuse	una	redacción	del	mismo	tema,	que	él	aceptó.	Pero	el	tema	viene	
exclusivamente	de	él.	¿Cuál	es	su	origen?	Me	parece	que	se	puede	solamente	colegir	que	responde	a	la	constante	
preocupación	del	Papa	Juan	Pablo	por	la	realidad	de	la	familia.	Pero	además	su	intuición	que	la	exigencia	ecológica	no	
podía	ni	debía	ser	limitada	a	la	naturaleza	visible;	clima,	animales,	plantas	y	recursos	naturales.	Me	atrevo	a	decir,	pero	
no	tengo	de	ello	ninguna	prueba,	que	esto	proviene	de	la	constante	meditación	del	Papa	sobre	el	texto	bíblico	del	
Génesis,	cap.	1	donde	es	verdad	se	funda	el	tema	general	de	la	ecología,	cuando	se	lo	entiende	bien,	pero	donde	aparece	
también	y	lo	corona	la	realidad	del	hombre	y	la	mujer,	imagen	divina	y	su	mutua	relación.	El	contexto	es	ciertamente	
éste.	No	creo	que	pueda	ni	deba	decir	más.”	

877	Ibid.	
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creation are also consistent with his integral approach that considers both the natural 

and human domains. 

	 
The	other	source	 	 for	 the	use	of	 the	term	Human	Ecology	 	 is	Professor	

Zamagni,	 an	economist	who	collaborated	 in	preparing	Centesimus	Annus.878	In	

his	view	the	concept	comes	 from	outside	 the	Church,	and	he	mentions	one	of	

the	possible	sources,	namely	Hirofumi	Uzawa.879	Uzawa	proposes	“to	search	for	

an	 economic	 system	 in	 which	 stable,	 harmonious	 processes	 of	 economic	

development	may	be	realized	with	the	maximum	degree	of	individual	freedom	

and	 due	 respect	 to	 human	 dignity	 and	 professional	 ethics.”880	His	 view	 is	

attentive	to	the	conditions	needed	by	the	human	person:	“Scarce	resources	are	

classified	as	social	overhead	capital	when…	[they]	play	a	crucial	 role	 in	order	

for	 the	 average	 citizen	 to	 be	 able	 to	 enjoy	 the	 minimum,	 but	 still	 human,	

properly	 dignified,	 life.”881	Government	 is	 also	 seen	 as	 helping	 provide	 that	

environment:	 “Every	 citizen	 is	 accorded	 a	 maximum	 degree	 of	 freedom,	

constrained	only	by	the	moral	and	ethical	codes	of	behaviour,	while	the	power	

bestowed	upon	 the	 government	 is	 held	 to	 the	minimum,”882	with	 a	 restricted	

role	of	serving	the	people.	The	“role	of	the	State	is	not	to	control	and	govern	the	

																																																								
878	Personal	correspondence	with	Professor	Stefano	Zamagni,	email	dated	August	1,	2014.		“Ti	confermo	che	
l'espressione	"ecologia	umana"	appare	per	la	prima	volta	nella	CA	di	Giovanni	Paolo	II.	L'origine	pero'	dell'espressione	
viene	da	fuori	della	Chiesa	e	cioe'	dal	movimento	ecologista	che	prende	le	mosse	dal	celebre	"Limits	of	growth"	del	Club	
di	Roma	del	1970.	Nel	libro	pubblicato	da	Giustizia	e	pace	(e	da	me	curato)	nel	1990	-	un	anno	prima	della	
pubblicazione	della	CA	-	c'e'	il	saggio	di	Uzawa	che	ne	parla.”	

879	Hirofumi	Uzawa,	a	noted	Japanese	economist,	participated	at	a	Colloquium	at	the	Vatican	November	5,	1990,	on	
social	and	ethical	aspects	of	economics,	which	contributed	to	the	preparation	of	Centesimus	Annus.	

880	Hirofumi	Uzawa,	“Institutions,	Development,	Environment,”	194-195.	

881	Ibid.,	196.	

882	Ibid.,	197.	
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people,	 but	 rather	 to	maintain	 and	 put	 order	 into	 the	management	 of	 social	

overhead	capital…	entrusted	by	the	people.”883		

Attention	must	be	paid	to	ecological	protection	so		“that	the	level	of	the	

standard	of	living	or	the	degree	of	satisfaction	the	average	individual	enjoys	is	

improving	 at	 the	 same	 rate	 as	 the	 rate	 of	 increase	 in	 per	 capita	 national	

income…	 [particularly]	 when	 a	 disruption	 of	 natural	 environments	

accompanies	 the	process	of	economic	growth.”884		He	states	 that	 the	standard	

theory	of	value	needs	to	be	changed,	as	it	“now	has	to	be	defined	not	only	with	

reference	to	the	pattern	of	 final	consumption	available	to	each	 individual,	but	

also	with	explicit	reference	to	the	choice	of	economic	behavior	and	the	moral,	

social,	 cultural,	 and	 natural	 implications	 a	 particular	 choice	 of	 economic	

behavior	 yields.”885	These	 ideas	 seem	 to	 signal	 a	 shift	 of	 focus	 from	 the	

economic	system	to	the	experience	of	 the	person	and	the	social,	political,	and	

economic	environment	which	shapes	that	experience.	

These	ideas	of	Uzawa	were	part	of	the	paper	he	wrote	as	a	follow	up	to	a	

seminar	of	economists	convened	by	John	Paul	II	in	November	1990,886	meant	to	

contribute	 to	 the	 pope’s	 reflections	 as	 he	 wrote	 Centesimus	 Annus.	 Uzawa’s	

content	 is	 consistent	 with	 the	 concept	 of	 Human	 Ecology,	 but	 hardly	

revolutionary	 for	 John	 Paul	 II,	 and	 the	 term	 does	 not	 appear	 in	 any	 way	 in	

Uzawa’s	 paper.	 I	would	 venture	 that	 Cardinal	Mejia’s	 account	 of	 John	 Paul	 II	

having	developed	the	concept	himself,	is	not	incompatible	with	Zamagni’s	idea	

																																																								
883	Ibid.,	198.	

884	Ibid.,	199.	

885	Ibid.,	204.	

886	Pontifical	Council	for	Justice	and	Peace.	Social	And	Ethical	Aspects	Of	Economics.	
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of	 his	 having	 picked	 up	 the	 term	 from	 other	 schools	 of	 thought	 outside	 the	

Church,	particularly	given	the	pope’s	sensitivity	to	the	wider	culture,	and	being	

the	term	is	so	well	suited	to	convey	his	approach	to	a	wider	audience.	Neither	

Mejía	 nor	 Zamagni	mention	Pope	Paul	 VI’s	 use	 of	 the	 term,	 but	 it	 is	 possible	

that	it	might	not	have	escaped	John	Paul	II.	

A	 few	 things	 about	 Centesimus	 Annus	 merit	 special	 attention.	 It	 is	

noteworthy	that	it	continued	the	focus	of	Catholic	social	thought.	It	was	written	

to	 commemorate	 the	 one	 hundredth	 anniversary	 of	 Pope	 Leo	 XIII’s	 Rerum	

Novarum,	 “formulated	 for	 dealing	 with	 the	 question	 of	 the	 condition	 of	

workers.”887	The	conditions	in	which	people	live	are	relevant	to	the	defense	of	

the	human	persons	and	their	dignity.	The	social	Magisterium	has	always	cared	

for	this,888	and	these	conditions	are	present	in	John	Paul	II’s	Human	Ecology.	He	

goes	further	 in	recalling	the	magisterial	context	set	by	previous	documents	of	

Leo	XIII	“which	called	attention	to	the	essential	bond	between	human	freedom	

and	 truth,	 so	 that	 freedom	which	 refused	 to	be	bound	 to	 the	 truth	would	 fall	

into	arbitrariness	and	end	up	submitting	 itself	 to	the	vilest	of	passions,	 to	the	

point	 of	 self-destruction,”889	thus	 making	 the	 argument	 that	 ideas	 and	 their	

moral	implications	are	part	of	the	human	environment	and	have	consequences	

which	deeply	affect	 the	 lives	of	persons	 in	a	given	society.	He	also	states	 that	

Leo	XIII	was	compelled	by	duty	not	only	to	address	the	social	conflict	but	also	

to	address	 the	 conditions	 for	 the	 justice	which	was	needed	 to	avoid	 it.890	Leo	

XIII	did	not	use	the	term	Human	Ecology,	but	his	treatment	of	the	conditions	of	
																																																								
887	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§3;	Pope	Leo	XIII,	Rerum	Novarum,	§3.	

888	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§3.	

889	Ibid.,	§4;	Pope	Leo	XIII,	Libertas.	

890	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§5.		
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the	workers,	the	moral	context	of	truth	and	freedom,	the	concern	for	the	family,	

and	 the	 social	 context	 of	 conflict	 and	 justice,	 already	 imply	 a	 comprehensive	

approach	very	consistent	with	John	Paul	II’s	Human	Ecology.	

Centesimus	Annus	 dwells	 in	 a	 space	 opened	 by	 Leo	 XIII,	 asserting	 the	

legitimacy	of	the	Church’s	effort	to	speak	“about	specific	human	situations,	both	

individual	 and	 communal,	 national	 and	 international…	 to	 analyze	 social	

realities,	to	make	judgments	about	them	and	to	indicate	directions	to	be	taken	

for	the	just	resolution	of	the	problems	involved.”891	Bringing	the	social	doctrine	

to	illuminate	and	judge	the	life	of	man	and	society	is	part	of	the	mission	of	the	

Church	 and	 its	 message	 and	 for	 John	 Paul	 II,	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 the	 “new	

evangelization.”892		 The	 rights	 and	 dignity	 of	 workers,	 the	 rights	 to	 private	

property,	 private	 associations,	 a	 limit	 in	 working	 hours	 and	 conditions	

appropriate	for	women	and	children,	a	just	wage,	and	Sunday	rest	so	that	each	

could	comply	with	their	religious	duties,	are	among	those	defended	by	Rerum	

Novarum	and	recalled	in	Centesimus	Annus.	Neither	employers	nor	the	state	can	

infringe	them,	and	the	state	has	even	“the	‘strict	duty’	of	providing	properly	for	

the	 welfare	 of	 the	 workers,	 because	 a	 failure	 to	 do	 so	 violates	 justice.”893		

Special	attention	should	be	given	to	protect	those	who	are	defenseless.894		

Most	 of	 the	 issues	Rerum	Novarum	 raised,	 are	 relevant	 today	 as	 well.		

We	 are	 reminded	 that	 “Rerum	 novarum	 criticizes	 two	 social	 and	 economic	

systems:	socialism	and	liberalism”895		and	that	“similar	processes	of	economic,	

																																																								
891	Ibid.	

892	Ibid.	

893	Ibid.,	§8.	

894	Ibid.,	§10.	

895	Ibid.,	§10.	
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social	 and	 political	 transformation	 are	 creating	 the	 same	 evils”	 of	 “terrible	

conditions…	 [for]	 great	 multitudes	 of	 people.”896	The	 concern	 for	 the	 least	

fortunate	is	consistent	with	a	fundamental	principle	of	a	social	Christian	view.	

Solidarity	 is	 shown	 to	 be	 grounded	 in	 “Pope	 Leo	 XIII,	 who	 uses	 the	 term	

‘friendship,’	a	concept	already	found	in	Greek	philosophy,	Pope	Pius	XI	…	with	

the	equally	meaningful	term	‘social	charity,’	[and]	Pope	Paul	VI	expanding	the	

concept	to…	a	‘civilization	of	love.’"897	

	

2.	Which	Human	Ecology?	

Although	Tucker	and	Grim	have	suggested898	that	the	Integral	Ecology	of	

Pope	Francis	which	includes	both	humans	and	nature	is	superior	to	John	Paul	

II’s	Human	Ecology	which	 allegedly	 downplays	 the	 natural	 environment,	 this	

claim	is	based	on	an	inaccurate	understanding	of	John	Paul	II’s	Human	Ecology	

and	 of	 the	 Catholic	 and	 biblical	 understanding	 of	 dominion.	 For	 in	 fact,	 John	

Paul	 II’s	 concept	 includes	 both	 the	 human	 and	 natural	 environment	 without	

reservation.	John	Paul	II	said	that	besides	being	concerned	with		

the	 irrational	 destruction	 of	 the	 natural	 environment,	 we	 must	 also	
mention	 the	 more	 serious	 destruction	 of	 the	 human	 environment…	

																																																								
896	Ibid.,	§11.	

897	Ibid.,	§10.	

898	Mary	E.	Tucker	and	John	Grim,	“Integrating	Ecology	and	Justice:	The	Papal	Encyclical,”	argue	there	is	significant	
progress	from	John	Paul	II’s		anthropocentric	attitude	of	dominion,	to	Benedict	XVI’s	gentler	anthropocentrism,	to	
Francis’s	view	which	truly	embraces	and	reconciles	with	nature:	“Integral	ecology,	then…	marks	an	important	shift	in	
the	Church’s	conception	of	the	relationship	of	humans	to	nature	and	humans	to	work…	Drawing	heavily	on	biblical	
language	of	domination,	Pope	John	Paul	II	underscores	the	modern	separation	of	humans	from	nature…	This	traditional	
view	stands	in	marked	contrast	to	his	successors’	more	holistic	view	of	nature…	Pope	Benedict	XVI	moves	away	from	
language	of	domination	of	nature	toward	the	protection	of	nature.	Yet,	he	holds	to	a	view	of	creation	as	in	balance,	
which	differs	from	the	more	contemporary	perspectives	of	ecological	science,	namely	that	nature	is	in	flux	and	
ecosystems	are	in	dynamic	disequilibrium…	There	is	a	clear	shift	here	from	Pope	John	Paul	II.	Yet	Pope	Benedict	XVI	
still	relies	on	an	anthropocentric	ethic	of	“wise	use”	of	nature.	Perhaps	he	was	wary	that	talking	about	nature’s	inherent	
goodness	might	open	him	to	the	charge	of	neopaganism	from	conservative	factions	within	the	Church…	Pope	Francis	
does	not	seem	to	have	such	reservations.	Indeed,	following	St.	Francis	of	Assisi,	he	invokes	“Mother	Earth”	in	the	
opening	paragraph…		a	broader	ethical	framework	than	simply	the	human	context…	calling	for	cosmological	ethics	…	
moves	from	an	anthropocentric	to	an	anthropocosmic	perspective.”	
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about	 preserving	 the	 natural	 habitats	 of	 the	 various	 animal	 species	
threatened	 with	 extinction…	 [but	 also]	 to	 safeguard	 the	 moral	
conditions	 for	 an	 authentic	 "Human	 Ecology."	 Not	 only	 has	 God	 given	
the	earth	to	man…	but	man	too	is	God's	gift	to	man.	He	must	therefore	
respect	the	natural	and	moral	structure.899	

The	 natural	 and	 human	 are	 to	 be	 understood	 both	 as	 needed	 and	

complementary	and	a	joint	object	of	our	protection:	“It	is	the	task	of	the	State	to	

provide	for	the	defence	and	preservation	of	common	goods	such	as	the	natural	

and	 human	 environments…	 the	 State	 and	 all	 of	 society	 have	 the	 duty	 of	

defending	 those	 collective	goods.”900	It	might	be	argued	 that	 John	Paul	 II	 saw	

the	natural	environment	as	related	but	distinct	from	Human	Ecology.	However,	

in	 this	 2001	Audience,	 he	 clearly	 includes	 all	 creatures	 and	 the	 environment	

within	Human	Ecology:		

At	 stake,	 then,	 is	 not	 only	 a	 "physical"	 ecology	 that	 is	 concerned	 to	
safeguard	 the	 habitat	 of	 the	 various	 living	 beings,	 but	 also	 a	 "Human"	
Ecology	 which	 makes	 the	 existence	 of	 creatures	 more	 dignified,	 by	
protecting	the	 fundamental	good	of	 life	 in	all	 its	manifestations	and	by	
preparing	 for	 future	 generations	 an	 environment	 more	 in	 conformity	
with	the	Creator's	plan.901	

He	 repeatedly	 insists	 on	 including	 the	 environment	 within	 the	 purview	 of	

Human	Ecology.902	

Benedict	 XVI	 follows	 in	 establishing	 a	 close	 relationship	 between	

natural	and	Human	Ecology:	“Humanity…	must	be	increasingly	conscious	of	the	

links	between	natural	 ecology,	 or	 respect	 for	nature,	 and	Human	Ecology.”903	

He	 notes	 “the	 need	 to	 protect	 the	 environment	 and	 to	 exercise	 responsible	

																																																								
899	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§38.	

900	Ibid.,	§40.	

901	Pope	John	Paul	II,	“God	Made	Man	the	Steward	of	Creation,”	General	Audience,	January	17,	2001,	§4.	

902	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Pastores	Gregis,	§70.	“What	is	called	for	is	not	simply	a	physical	ecology,	concerned	with	
protecting	the	habitat	of	the	various	living	beings,	but	a	human	ecology,	capable	of	protecting	the	radical	good	of	life	in	
all	its	manifestations	and	of	leaving	behind	for	future	generations	an	environment	which	conforms	as	closely	as	
possible	to	the	Creator's	plan.”	

903	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Peace	Message	2007,”	§8.	
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stewardship	 of	 the	 goods	 of	 the	 earth…	 Likewise	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 human	

environment,”904	and	includes	creation	within	Human	Ecology	as	he	asserts	“a	

responsibility	towards	creation…	as	gifts	of	creation	belonging	to	all…	What	is	

needed	is	something	like	a	Human	Ecology,	correctly	understood.”905	Benedict	

XVI	elaborates	on	this:	“The	deterioration	of	nature	is	in	fact	closely	connected	

to	 the	 culture	 that	 shapes	 human	 coexistence:	 when	 “Human	 Ecology”	 is	

respected	within	society,	environmental	ecology	also	benefits.”906	By	stressing	

the	 intimate	 connection	 between	 nature	 and	 human	 condition,	 he	 also	 links	

their	destiny:	“Just	as	human	virtues	are	interrelated,	such	that	the	weakening	

of	one	places	others	at	risk,	so	the	ecological	system	is	based	on	respect	for	a	

plan	 that	 affects	 both	 the	 health	 of	 society	 and	 its	 good	 relationship	 with	

nature.”907		

The	words	of	Cardinal	Mejía,	who	actually	drafted	the	section	on	Human	

Ecology	in	Centesimus	Annus,	help	to	clarify	the	issue.	He	says	that	John	Paul	II	

wanted	 to	 extend	 the	 concern	 for	natural	 ecology	 to	 include	Human	Ecology.	

Furthermore,	he	believed	that	this	concern	should	not	and	could	not	be	limited	

to	 visible	 nature,	 but	 from	meditating	 on	 chapter	 one	 of	 Genesis,	 where	 the	

theme	of	ecology	is	anchored,	that	ecology	should	include	and	be	crowned	with	

man	 and	 woman,	 their	 divine	 image	 and	 mutual	 relationship.	 John	 Paul	 II’s	

Human	Ecology,	 further	developed	by	Benedict	XVI,	has	always	encompassed	

both	natural	and	human	realities.		

																																																								
904	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“WYD,	Government	House,”	July	17,	2008.	

905	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Speech	to	the	Roman	Curia,”	December	22,	2008.	

906	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§51.	

907	Ibid.		
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3.	Nature	of	the	human	person	

Following	up	on	this	linking	of	humans	and	nature	we	can	note	that	the	

Church	affirms	the	value	and	unique	dignity	of	the	human	person	in	being	“the	

only	creature	on	earth	which	God	willed	for	itself,”908	in	the	image	and	likeness	

of	God.909	Socialist	atheism	which	considers	“the	individual	person	simply	as	an	

element,	 a	 molecule	 within	 the	 social	 organism,”	 as	 well	 as	 the	 mechanistic	

view	 of	 the	 rationalism	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 deny	 “the	 supreme	 insight	

concerning	 man's	 true	 greatness,	 his	 transcendence	 in	 respect	 to	 earthly	

realities,	 the	 contradiction	 in	 his	 heart	 between	 the	 desire	 for	 the	 fullness	 of	

what	 is	 good	 and	 his	 own	 inability	 to	 attain	 it	 and,	 above	 all,	 the	 need	 for	

salvation	which	results	from	this	situation.”910	Both	subordinate	the	individual	

“to	 the	 functioning	 of	 the	 socio-economic	 mechanism,”	 which	 “deprives	 the	

person	 of	 his	 foundation,	 and	 consequently	 leads	 to	 a	 reorganization	 of	 the	

social	order	without	reference	to	the	person's	dignity	and	responsibility.”911			

As	 the	 human	 person	 exercises	 his	 free	 choice	 for	 the	 good	 he	

experiences	his	dignity.912	Likewise,	his	social	nature	is	 lived	out	in	the	family	

and	 in	other	economic,	 social,	political	and	cultural	groups	 in	which	he	 freely	

																																																								
908	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§24.	

909	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§11.	

910	Ibid.,	§13.	

911	Ibid.	

912	Ibid.,	“Socialism	likewise	maintains	that	the	good	of	the	individual	can	be	realized	without	reference	to	his	free	
choice,	to	the	unique	and	exclusive	responsibility	which	he	exercises	in	the	face	of	good	or	evil.…	This	makes	it	much	
more	difficult	for	him	to	recognize	his	dignity	as	a	person,	and	hinders	progress	towards	the	building	up	of	an	authentic	
human	community.”		
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associates,	 keeping	 in	 view	 the	 common	 good.913	Created	 in	 the	 image	 and	

likeness	 of	 God,	 the	 human	 person	 has	 the	 capacity	 to	 respond	 to	 God’s	

invitation	 to	know	 the	 truth	and	 live,	without	 fear,	holy	and	blameless	 in	His	

presence	 in	 love.914	This	 response	 to	 God’s	 invitation	 is	 the	 essence	 of	 all	

human	fulfillment.	Anything	that	fetters	the	ability	to	respond	to	this	invitation,	

gravely	 harms	 the	 human	 person.	 Whether	 it	 is	 limiting	 religious	 freedom	

through	 coercion,	 imposing	 living	 conditions	 that	 foster	 vice	 or	 seriously	

burden	the	exercise	of	freedom,	discouraging	the	encounter	of	human	persons	

in	love,	 friendship	or	mutual	cooperation,	or	creating	a	cultural	climate	which	

obscures	 the	 truth	 and	 promotes	 distorted	 values	 for	men	 to	 pursue,	 all	 this	

wounds	the	healthy	environment,	the	Human	Ecology	which	the	human	person	

needs	 to	 flourish.	 A	 serious	 anthropological	 error	 is	 at	 the	 base	 of	 many	 of	

these	distortions:		

an	understanding	of	human	freedom	which	detaches	it	 from	obedience	
to	 the	 truth,	 and	 consequently	 from	 the	 duty	 to	 respect	 the	 rights	 of	
others.	 The	 essence	 of	 freedom	 then	 becomes	 self-love	 carried	 to	 the	
point	 of	 contempt	 for	 God	 and	 neighbor,	 a	 self-love	which	 leads	 to	 an	
unbridled	affirmation	of	self-interest	and	which	refuses	to	be	limited	by	
any	demand	of	justice.915		

	One	 consequence	 is	 that	man,	 aware	 of	 his	 capacity	 to	 transform	 and	

recreate	the	world	through	his	own	work,	forgets	that	all	that	exists,	including	

his	 own	 intelligence	 and	 skills,	 is	 a	 gift	 from	 God,	 given	with	 a	 purpose.	 His	

misguided	self-love	leads	him	to	make	arbitrary	use	of	the	earth	and	all	things	

within	 his	 reach,	 with	 no	 restraint	 and	 without	 concern	 regarding	 their	

																																																								
913	Ibid.,	“the	social	nature	of	man	is	not	completely	fulfilled	in	the	State,	but	is	realized	in	various	intermediary	groups,	
beginning	with	the	family	and	including	economic,	social,	political	and	cultural	groups	which	stem	from	human	nature	
itself	and	have	their	own	autonomy.”		

914	The	Holy	Bible,	Luke	1:73-75;	Ephesians	1:3-4.	

915	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§17.	
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purpose	 or	 the	 truth.	 Instead	 of	 cooperating	 with	 God	 in	 His	 loving	 plan	 of	

harmony	and	love,	he	sets	himself	up	in	place	of	God	and	abuses	nature	reaping	

the	harmful	fruits	of	his	actions.916	

In	a	similar	way,	man	abuses	and	destroys	the	human	environment.	As	

we	 have	 mentioned	 before,	 the	 human	 person	 needs	 an	 appropriate	

environment,	 a	 healthy	 ecology	 purified	 from	 elements	 toxic	 to	 his	 body,	 his	

mind	or	his	spirit.	John	Paul	II	reminds	us	that	man	is	also	God’s	gift	to	man.917	

Through	the	experience	of	encounter,	man	is	able	to	receive	the	amazing	gift	of	

himself,	with	the	richness,	depth	and	mystery	of	his	divine-like	nature,	as	well	

as	the	gift	of	others	in	love,	communion	and	friendship.	But	these	gifts	must	be	

embraced	 with	 reverence	 and	 care,	 respecting	 their	 nature	 and	 purpose,	

without	abusing	them	as	means	to	our	own	selfish	goals.	John	Paul	II	cautions	

that	man	must	“respect	the	natural	and	moral	structure	with	which	he	has	been	

endowed,”918	both	in	himself	and	in	others.		

	

4.	The	innermost	layers	and	fundamental	structures	of	Human	Ecology	

Although	nature	has	fundamental	links	to	humanity,	in	Catholic	thought	

the	 innermost	 layer	 of	Human	Ecology	 is	 the	 relationship	 of	 the	 person	with	

God.	We	can	be	sure	that	we	can	rely	on	God’s	love	for	us,	his	constant	care	and	

his	readiness	to	forgive.	But	we	don’t	always	acknowledge	that,	nor	receive	and	

embrace	the	blessings	by	which	God	manifests	his	love	to	us.	We	need	God	and	
																																																								
916	Ibid.,	§37.	“In	all	this,	one	notes	first	the	poverty	or	narrowness	of	man's	outlook,	motivated	as	he	is	by	a	desire	to	
possess	things	rather	than	to	relate	them	to	the	truth,	and	lacking	that	disinterested,	unselfish	and	aesthetic	attitude	
that	is	born	of	wonder	in	the	presence	of	being	and	of	the	beauty	which	enables	one	to	see	in	visible	things	the	message	
of	the	invisible	God	who	created	them.”	

917	Ibid.,	§38.	

918	Ibid.	
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his	 graces,	 but	 sometimes	 we	 deny	 ourselves	 of	 him	 who	 can	 fulfill	 all	 our	

desires	 and	 aspirations.	 Regardless	 of	 the	 circumstances,	 “conscience…	 ‘the	

most	 secret	 core	 and	 sanctuary	 of	 a	 man,’	 is	 ‘strictly	 related	 to	 human	

freedom....	 [and]	For	 this	 reason	 conscience,	 to	 a	 great	 extent,	 constitutes	 the	

basis	 of	 man's	 interior	 dignity	 and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 of	 his	 relationship	 to	

God.’"919	God	 is	 always	 accessible	 to	 us,	 if	 not	 in	 sacraments,	 then	 always	 in	

prayer.	The	 first	 concern	 in	building	a	Human	Ecology	 for	ourselves	 is	 caring	

for	our	relation	with	God.	

Then	 comes	 the	 relationship	 with	 ourselves.	 Each	 person	 needs	 the	

truth	about	his	own	self,	his	divine	nature	and	vocation,	and	the	reverence,	love	

and	care	due	to	his	whole	reality:	body,	mind	and	spirit.	This	truth	can	only	be	

found	fully	 in	 Jesus	Christ.	Only	he	“fully	reveals	man	to	himself.”920		 In	Christ	

man	 can	 sort	out	 the	uncertainties	 and	weaknesses	of	his	broken	nature	 and	

experience	 the	wonder	 at	 his	 own	dignity	 and	vocation.921	Made	 for	 love	 and	

communion,	 trudging	 through	 this	 valley	 of	 tears,	 all	 men	 and	 women	

experience,	even	unconsciously,	a	deep	longing	for	reconciliation.922		

However,	our	conscience	is	meant	to	make	us	aware	of	our	misery	and	

sin,	only	healed	by	the	forgiveness	and	mercy	of	God.	In	turn,	this	mercy	opens	

us	through	grace	to	the	glory	of	our	vocation,	which	can	only	be	achieved	with	

God’s	 help.	 In	 this	 layer	 of	 Human	 Ecology,	 each	 person	must	 recognize	 the	
																																																								
919	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Reconciliatio	et	Penitentiae,	§18.	

920	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§22.	

921	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Redemptor	Hominis,	§10.	“The	man	who	wishes	to	understand	himself	thoroughly—and	not	just	in	
accordance	with	immediate,	partial,	often	superficial,	and	even	illusory	standards	and	measures	of	his	being—he	must	
with	his	unrest,	uncertainty	and	even	his	weakness	and	sinfulness,	with	his	life	and	death,	draw	near	to	Christ.	He	must,	
so	to	speak,	enter	into	him	with	all	his	own	self,	he	must	‘appropriate’	and	assimilate	the	whole	of	the	reality	of	the	
Incarnation	and	Redemption	in	order	to	find	himself.	If	this	profound	process	takes	place	within	him,	he	then	bears	
fruit	not	only	of	adoration	of	God	but	also	of	deep	wonder	at	himself.”		

922	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Reconciliatio	et	Penitentiae,	§3.	
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calling	 to	 holiness,	 seek	 conversion	 and	 reconciliation	 for	 his	 sins,	 and	 strive	

with	the	help	of	God	to	attain	that	holiness	in	God’s	presence	in	love.	Whoever	

neglects	this,	hurts	himself	in	a	serious	way.	

These	 two	 realities,	 our	 relationship	with	 God	 and	with	 ourselves	 are	

debatable	 as	 parts	 of	 Human	 Ecology.	 John	 Paul	 II	 does	 not	 mention	 them	

explicitly	as	part	of	the	Human	Ecology	but	they	can	reasonably	be	construed	as	

implied	 by	 his	 conception	 of	 the	 human	 person.	 As	 they	 are	 attitudes	 and	

decisions	 which	 arise	 from	 the	 core	 of	 who	 we	 are,	 our	 spirit,	 it	 is	 hard	 to	

regard	 them	as	part	of	 the	 “environment.”	On	 the	other	hand,	 these	attitudes	

and	 decisions	 are	 critical	 to	 the	 shaping	 of	 our	 most	 important	 moral	

environment:	our	personal	theology	and	our	identity.	As	I	recognize	and	open	

myself	to	the	reality	of	grace	which	permeates	my	existence	and	all	the	realities	

in	which	I	live,	I	allow	myself	to	be	embraced	by	God’s	love.	As	I	experience	my	

own	affirmation	of	who	I	am,	I	establish	the	filter	or	interphase	through	which	I	

relate	to	the	external	environment	and	the	point	of	reference	for	building	this	

relationship.	This	will	shape	how	the	external	environment	impacts	me.923	

John	 Paul	 II	makes	 a	 solid	 contribution	 to	Human	Ecology	 in	 his	 view	

that	,	the	“first	and	fundamental	structure	for	‘Human	Ecology’	is	the	family.”924	

Here	 “man	 receives	 his	 first	 formative	 ideas	 about	 truth	 and	 goodness,	 and	

learns	what	it	means	to	love	and	to	be	loved,	and	thus	what	it	actually	means	to	

be	 a	 person.”925	Marriage	 between	 husband	 and	 wife,	 in	 mutual	 love,	 until	

																																																								
923	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§51.	“Thus	the	first	and	most	important	task	is	accomplished	within	man's	
heart.	The	way	in	which	he	is	involved	in	building	his	own	future	depends	on	the	understanding	he	has	of	himself	and	
of	his	own	destiny.”		

924	Ibid.,	§39.	

925	Ibid.	
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death,	creates	the	proper	conditions	where	children	can	be	received	as	a	gift	of	

God	and	nurtured	and	educated	in	body,	mind,	and	spirit,	so	they	can	develop	

their	 own	 potential.	 It	 also	 creates	 the	 conditions	 which	 provide	 a	 powerful	

motive	for	the	spouses	to	build	a	strong	and	lasting	bond	that	will	support	the	

long-term	 enterprise	 of	 raising	 a	 family.	 Self-denial	 and	 sacrificial	 love	 are	

needed	to	achieve	first,	a	strong	communion	between	the	spouses	and	second,	

the	more	elevated	experience	of	love	which	occurs	when	two	persons	who	love	

each	 other	 are	 united	 in	 the	 transcending	 experience	 of	 giving	 themselves	

jointly	in	love	to	a	third	person,	in	this	case,	their	children.	The	spouses	bond	in	

the	communion	of	selfless	love	and	sacrifice.		

This	is	the	moral	and	spiritual	ecology	which	can	awaken,	motivate,	and	

mature	the	selfless	love	which	provides	the	fulfillment	that	the	human	persons	

seek.	 Thus,	 the	 family	 becomes	 the	 “home”	 where	 each	 of	 its	 members	 can	

experience	 belonging,	warmth,	 and	 safety,	 and	 the	 inviting	 interaction	where	

love	 is	 freely	 received	 and	 given.	 Unfortunately,	 the	 aforementioned	

anthropological	 error	 of	 detaching	 freedom	 from	 truth	 leads	 people	 to	 seek	

their	 own	 satisfaction	 above	 all.	 This	will	 translate	 in	 several	ways:	 avoiding	

the	project	of	building	a	family,	or	seeing	a	trophy	wife	and	the	“children	as	one	

of	 the	many	 ‘things’	 which	 an	 individual	 can	 have	 or	 not	 have,	 according	 to	

taste,	 and	which	 compete	with	 other	 possibilities.”926		 This	 error	 distorts	 the	

Human	Ecology	which	spouses	need	to	grow	in	their	capacity	and	actualization	

of	selfless	love,	and	which	children	need	to	be	able	to	mature	in	a	healthy	way.		

																																																								
926	Ibid.	
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A	 healthy	 family	 provides	 a	 child	 two	 crucial	 experiences.	 One	 is	 the	

experience	of	the	unconditional	love,	received	from	his	parents	who	affirms	his	

intrinsic	value;	this	is	the	foundation	of	a	child’s	self-esteem	and	security.	The	

other	 is	 the	 experience	 of	 how	 the	 love	 his	 parents	 have	 for	 each	 other	 is	

capable	of	 overcoming	all	 challenges	 and	 creating	a	 loving,	 secure,	 and	 joyful	

environment	 for	 parents	 and	 children,	 of	 which	 he	 is	 one,	 experiencing	 the	

benefits	 first	 hand.	 The	 conviction	 that	 love	 is	 good	 and	 strong,	 and	 that	 it	

brings	 joy	and	many	other	benefits,	 is	 thus	engraved	 in	a	 child’s	 spirit.	When	

the	 family	 fails	 to	 provide	 this,	 it	 fails	 the	 child	 but	 also	 fails	 to	 provide	 true	

fulfillment	for	the	parents.		

	Also	as	a	next	additional	 layer,	according	to	 John	Paul	 II,	 relationships	

with	 extended	 family,	 neighborhood,	 school,	work,	 clubs	 and	 associations	 for	

recreational,	civic	or	other	purposes	can	be	healthy	if	they	are	oriented	to	the	

good	and	true,	and	the	mutual	relations	conducted	with	respect	and	value	for	

the	dignity	 of	 each	human	person.927	Thus,	 the	personal	 space	which	 extends	

beyond	 the	 family	 in	 relations	 of	 love,	 friendship,	 and	 cooperation	 with	 the	

different	groups	in	which	the	human	person	is	involved,	continue	to	configure	

the	 social	 fabric	 which	 is	 a	 key	 part	 of	 the	 Human	 Ecology.	 A	 good	 “social	

ecology”	of	work,928	school,	and	other	common	spaces	is	important	for	the	well	

being	and	development	of	the	person.	Urban	planning	and	urbanization	which	

respond	 to	 the	 moral	 structure	 and	 nature	 of	 the	 human	 person	 are	 also	

mentioned	as	important	elements	in	the	configuration	of	a	Human	Ecology.929	

																																																								
927	Ibid.,	§49.	

928	Ibid.,	§38.	

929	Ibid.	
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5.	Culture	and	society	

Shared	 space	 in	 society	 is	 also	 part	 of	 what	 constitutes	 our	 Human	

Ecology.	 With	 its	 beliefs	 and	 values,	 concrete	 manifestations,	 lifestyles	 and	

customs,	the	culture	deeply	influences	our	own	values.		

Man	receives	 from	God	his	essential	dignity	and	with	 it	 the	capacity	to	
transcend	every	social	order	so	as	to	move	towards	truth	and	goodness.	
But	he	 is	also	conditioned	by	 the	social	 structure	 in	which	he	 lives,	by	
the	education	he	has	received	and	by	his	environment.	These	elements	
can	either	help	or	hinder	his	living	in	accordance	with	the	truth.930		

So,	 the	 person	 is	 not	 determined	 by	 the	 society	 in	 which	 he	 lives.	

However,	it	would	be	naïve	not	to	take	into	account	that	influence,	particularly	

as	we	are	immersed	in	it	and	not	always	aware	of	its	constant	impact	on	us.	For	

that	 same	 reason,	 we	must	 actively	 engage	 in	 opposing	 sinful	 or	 destructive	

values	and	processes	and	transforming	 the	culture	so	 that	 the	society	around	

us	becomes	a	healthy	space:				

The	 decisions	 which	 create	 a	 human	 environment	 can	 give	 rise	 to	
specific	structures	of	sin	which	impede	the	full	realization	of	those	who	
are	 in	 any	 way	 oppressed	 by	 them.	 To	 destroy	 such	 structures	 and	
replace	them	with	more	authentic	forms	of	living	in	community	is	a	task	
which	demands	courage	and	patience.931		

The	 consumerism	 present	 in	 society	 is	 a	 symptom	 of	 a	 distorted	 ethical	 and	

cultural	system,	giving	excessive	importance	to	the	economy	which	is	only	one	

aspect	of	human	activity.	

If	 economic	 life	 is	 absolutized,	 if	 the	 production	 and	 consumption	 of	
goods	 become	 the	 center	 of	 social	 life	 and	 society's	 only	 value,	 not	
subject	to	any	other	value,	the	reason	is	to	be	found	not	so	much	in	the	
economic	system	itself	as	in	the	fact	that	the	entire	socio-cultural	system,	
by	ignoring	the	ethical	and	religious	dimension,	has	been	weakened.932		

																																																								
930	Ibid.	

931	Ibid.	

932	Ibid.,	§39.	
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This	affects	both	human	and	natural	ecologies	because	the	cultural	and	

economic	systems	foster	“the	problem	of	consumerism	...	In	his	desire	to	have	

and	to	enjoy	rather	than	to	be	and	to	grow,	man	consumes	the	resources	of	the	

earth	and	his	own	life	in	an	excessive	and	disordered	way.”933		

In	 John	Paul	 II	many	concepts	about	 the	mutual	 influence	between	the	

human	 person	 and	 the	 society	 and	 culture	 he	 lives	 in,	 that	 were	 implied	 in	

previous	 Catholic	 social	 thought,	 are	 made	 clear	 and	 evident.	 This	 helps	

understand	 that	 SD	 needs	 not	 just	 specific	 goals	 and	 initiatives	 such	 as	 the	

MDGs	and	the	SDGs	but	above	all,	developing	the	cultural,	moral	and	relational	

dimension	 of	 the	 human	 persons,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 healthy	 cultural	 and	 social	

space	that	nurtures	and	supports	it.934	Culture	is	the	way	of	living,	the	lifestyle	

which	a	society	has	developed.	Although	“the	first	and	most	 important	task	 is	

accomplished	within	man's	 heart,”935	it	 encompasses	 all	 of	what	 is	 human,	 in	

activity,	 laws,	 customs,	 ways	 of	 relating	 among	 people	 and	 with	 the	 many	

issues	 and	 situations	 that	 arise	 in	 the	 life	 of	 a	 society.	 As	 “all	 human	 activity	

takes	place	within	a	culture	and	interacts	with	culture,”936	so,	all	of	it	is	subject	

to	moral	scrutiny	 to	 judge	whether	 it	 contributes	 to	a	 life	consistent	with	 the	

nature	and	dignity	of	 the	human	person	or	detracts	 from	 it.	To	build	 culture,	

“the	 involvement	 of	 the	 whole	 man	 is	 required,	 whereby	 he	 exercises	 his	

creativity,	intelligence,	and	knowledge	of	the	world	and	of	people.	Furthermore,	

																																																								
933	Ibid.,	§37.	

934	Hence	the	relevance	of	approaches	such	as	Sustainable	Livelihoods	or	the	concept	of	Social	Development	as	presented	
in	the	UN	Copenhagen	Declaration	on	Social	Development,	1995.		

935	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§51.	

936	Ibid.	
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he	 displays	 his	 capacity	 for	 self-control,	 personal	 sacrifice,	 solidarity	 and	

readiness	to	promote	the	common	good.”937	

	Although	culture	also	involves	the	heritage	and	traditions	received,	it	is	

in	a	constant	process	of	reshaping.	It	influences	the	people	who	live	in	its	midst,	

but	is	also	influenced	by	the	actions	of	all	people,	in	a	particular	way	the	young	

as	they	“put	these	values	to	the	test	in	one's	own	life…	to	make	them	more	real,	

relevant	 and	 personal,	 distinguishing	 the	 valid	 elements	 …	 from	 false	 and	

erroneous	 ones,	 or	 from	 obsolete	 forms	 which	 can	 be	 usefully	 replaced	 by	

others	more	suited	to	the	times.”938		

The	pope	argues	that	culture	is	in	constant	change	adapting	to	the	times	

and	 actions	 of	 people.	 If	 it	 changes,	 making	 progress	 toward	 truth,	 open	 to	

purification	 and	 enrichment	 by	 other	 realities	 and	 cultures,	 it	 becomes	more	

human	 and	 hospitable.	 If	 it	 welcomes	 elements	 based	 on	 a	 distorted	 human	

nature,	or	 “becomes	 inward	 looking,	and	 tries	 to	perpetuate	obsolete	ways	of	

living	by	rejecting	any	exchange	or	debate	with	regard	to	the	truth	about	man,	

then	it	becomes	sterile	and	is	heading	for	decadence.”939	

Another	 important	 aspect	 of	 culture	 and	 society	 which	 John	 Paul	 II	

mentions	is	“the	promotion	of	a	health	worthy	of	the	human	being:”	

This	 model	 of	 health	 requires	 that	 the	 Church	 and	 society	 create	 an	
ecology	worthy	of	man.	The	environment,	in	fact,	is	connected	with	the	
health	of	the	individual	and	of	the	population:	it	constitutes	the	human	
being’s	“home”	and	the	complex	of	resources	entrusted	to	his	care	and	
stewardship,	“the	garden	to	be	tended	and	the	field	to	be	cultivated.”940		

																																																								
937	Ibid.	

938	Ibid.,	§50.	

939	Ibid.	

940	Pope	John	Paul	II,	“Message	for	the	World	Day	of	the	Sick,	2000.”	
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We	have	covered	in	chapter	one	the	harmful	impact	of	human	action	in	

the	environment,	such	as	toxic	air	and	water,	and	how	that	comes	back	to	harm	

the	health	of	the	human	person.	We	have	also	covered	in	chapters	one	and	two	

how	 the	moral	 disposition	 of	 people	 is	 the	main	 factor	 weighing	 in	 on	 their	

decisions	 that	 lead	 to	 harming	 the	 environment:	 “the	 external	 ecology	 of	 the	

person	must	be	combined	with	an	interior,	moral	ecology,	the	only	one	which	is	

fitting	for	a	proper	concept	of	health.”941		

All	members	of	society	are	responsible	through	their	life	and	actions	to	

promote	 a	 culture	 that	 continues	 to	 grow	 in	 accordance	 with	 truth,	 with	

authentic	human	values,	and	responds	to	the	nature	of	the	human	person.	This	

is	a	culture	which	fosters	respect	for	the	dignity	of	the	human	person,	cultivates	

solidarity	and	concern	for	the	common	good	and	the	good	of	others,	promotes	

“active	commitment	to	our	neighbor	and	demands	of	us	a	shared	responsibility	

for	all	of	humanity.	This	duty	is	not	limited	to	one's	own	family,	nation	or	State,	

but	extends	progressively	to	all	mankind.”942			

Accordingly,	it	is	also	a	culture	of	peace,	which	holds	dear	the	values	of	

forgiveness	 and	 reconciliation	 and	 takes	 action	 to	 achieve	 justice	 and	

development	for	all	peoples.	“This	is	the	culture	which	is	hoped	for,	one	which	

fosters	 trust	 in	 the	 human	 potential	 of	 the	 poor,	 and	 consequently	 in	 their	

ability	 to	 improve	 their	 condition	 through	 work	 or	 to	 make	 a	 positive	

contribution	 to	 economic	 prosperity.”943	This	 implies	 a	 significant	 conversion	

																																																								
941	Ibid.		

942	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§51.	

943	Ibid.,	§53,	“But	to	accomplish	this,	the	poor	—	be	they	individuals	or	nations	—	need	to	be	provided	with	realistic	
opportunities.	Creating	such	conditions	calls	for	a	concerted	worldwide	effort	to	promote	development,	an	effort	which	
also	involves	sacrificing	the	positions	of	income	and	of	power	enjoyed	by	the	more	developed	economies.”	
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and	 change	 in	 values	 since	 “this	 may	 mean	 making	 important	 changes	 in	

established	life-styles,	in	order	to	limit	the	waste	of	environmental	and	human	

resources,	 thus	 enabling	 every	 individual	 and	 all	 the	 peoples	 of	 the	 earth	 to	

have	a	sufficient	share	of	those	resources.”944	

	

6.	Alienating	materialistic	cultures	

As	we	see	John	Paul	II’s	view	of	culture,	we	have	to	note	his	reflections	

affected	by	the	particular	historical	moment.	The	Iron	Curtain	had	fallen	and	it	

was	 relevant	 to	 convey	 how	 Communism	 and	 Socialism	 had	 proved	

unsustainable	 economically	 and	 politically,	 but	 also	 the	 profound	 and	 lasting	

damage	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 every	 human	 person	 of	 a	 totalitarian	 atheistic	

regime.	 People	 were	 denied	 their	 right	 to	 living	 out	 their	 spiritual	 life,	 their	

moral	 commitments,	 and	 their	 freedom	 to	 relate	 in	 a	 creative,	 joyful	 and	

trusting	 way	 with	 others.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 was	 critical	 to	 warn	 against	

taking	 Capitalism	 uncritically	 as	 the	 preferred	 option.	 Both	 had	 to	 be	

denounced	in	their	alienating	materialism,	and	guidance	given	in	how	to	ensure	

a	healthy	human	space.	

Even	 though	 man	 receives	 from	 God	 his	 essential	 dignity	 he	 is	 also	

conditioned	 by	 environment,	 education,	 and	 the	 social	 structure	 in	which	 he	

lives.945	A	person’s	culture	and	society	 “can	either	help	or	hinder	his	 living	 in	

accordance	with	 the	 truth.	The	decisions	which	 create	 a	 human	environment	

can	 give	 rise	 to	 specific	 structures	of	 sin	which	 impede	 the	 full	 realization	of	

																																																								
944	Ibid.	

945	Ibid.,	§38.	
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those	who	are	in	any	way	oppressed	by	them.”946	When	the	culture	is	at	odds	

with	the	truth	and	nature	of	the	human	person,	it	forms	people	in	destructive	

ways	and	leads	to	diverse	modes	of	alienation.	Ideologies	and	distorted	visions	

of	 man	 are	 often	 the	 cause	 of	 these	 inhuman	 cultures	 or	 anti-cultures,	 both	

from	 a	 socialist	 or	 a	 capitalist	 approach.	 Here	 the	 pope	 is	 clear	 to	 denounce	

both,	naming	capitalism	as	the	permissive	and	consumerist	solutions:	

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	man	of	
one	of	his	basic	dimensions,	namely	the	spiritual	one,	and	to	permissive	
and	 consumerist	 solutions,	 which	 under	 various	 pretexts	 seek	 to	
convince	man	that	he	is	free	from	every	law	and	from	God	himself,	thus	
imprisoning	him	within	a	selfishness	which	ultimately	harms	both	him	
and	others.947	
Talking	specifically	about	 the	alienation	 that	harms	 the	people	 in	 their	

consciences,	 the	 pope	 continues:	 “Marxism	 criticized	 capitalist	 bourgeois	

societies,	 blaming	 them	 for	 the	 commercialization	 and	 alienation	 of	 human	

existence.”948	This	 criticism,	 however,	 stemmed	 from	 a	 purely	 materialistic	

approach	which	 proposed	 its	 own	 collectivistic	 type	 of	materialism,	 but	 “the	

historical	 experience	 of	 socialist	 countries	 has	 sadly	 demonstrated	 that	

collectivism	does	not	do	away	with	alienation	but	rather	increases	it,	adding	to	

it	a	lack	of	basic	necessities	and	economic	inefficiency.”949	

In	 this	 line	 of	 thought,	 and	 from	 the	 distortions	 consequence	 of	

financialization	 and	 consumerism,	 among	 others,	 reviewed	 in	 chapter	 two,	 I	

posit	 that	 alienation	 in	 capitalist	western	 societies	 is	 also	 very	much	present	
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and	very	harmful,	although	it	 is	more	subtle	and	sophisticated.	 	 It	stems	from	

the	 above	mentioned	 anthropological	 error	 of	 losing	 the	 connection	 between	

freedom	and	truth	and	thus	allowing	a	distorted	view	where	economic	freedom	

is	 unlimited.	 As	 the	 pope	 states:	 “economic	 freedom	 is	 only	 one	 element	 of	

human	 freedom.	When	 it	 becomes	autonomous,	when	man	 is	 seen	more	as	 a	

producer	or	consumer	of	goods	than	as	a	subject	who	produces	and	consumes	

in	order	to	live,	then	economic	freedom	loses	its	necessary	relationship	to	the	

human	person	and	ends	up	by	alienating	and	oppressing	him.”950		

As	economies	in	the	developed	world	have	transitioned	from	satisfying	

basic	needs	to	providing	a	more	luxurious	quality	of	goods,	services	and	life	in	

general,	 desires	 have	 become	 disconnected	 from	 basic	 needs	 and	 more	

dependent	on	“more	or	less	appropriate	concept[s]	of	man	and	of	his	true	good.	

A	given	culture	reveals	 its	overall	understanding	of	 life	 through	the	choices	 it	

makes	 in	 production	 and	 consumption.	 It	 is	 here	 that	 the	 phenomenon	 of	

consumerism	 arises.”951	Divorcing	 economic	 systems	 and	 economic	 decisions	

from	moral	criteria	is	harmful	because	the	economy	cannot	distinguish	higher	

forms	of	 satisfying	human	needs	 “from	artificial	 new	needs	which	hinder	 the	

formation	of	a	mature	personality.”952		

Economy	has	 to	 be	 subordinated	 to	 a	 correct	 anthropology	 and	moral	

conception.	 People,	 consumers,	 producers	 and	mass	media	must	 be	 educated	

“in	 the	 responsible	 use	 of	 their	 power	 of	 choice.”953	An	 obvious	 example	 of	 a	
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951	Ibid.,	§36.	

952	Ibid.	

953	Ibid.	
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“market”	 or	 utilitarian	 approach	 which	 leads	 to	 “artificial	 consumption	

contrary	 to	 the	 health	 and	dignity	 of	 the	 human	person…	 is	 the	 use	 of	 drugs	

[which]	is	a	sign	of	a	serious	malfunction	in	the	social	system;	it	also	implies	a	

materialistic	 and,	 in	 a	 certain	 sense,	 destructive	 ‘reading’	 of	 human	 needs…	

Drugs,	as	well	as	pornography	and	other	forms	of	consumerism	which	exploit	

the	frailty	of	the	weak,	tend	to	fill	the	resulting	spiritual	void.”954	

A	less	obvious	example,	but	also	harmful	and	alienating,	is	trying	to	fill	

the	spiritual	void	with	a	life	style	oriented	to	“"having"	rather	than	"being",	and	

which	wants	to	have	more,	not	in	order	to	be	more	but	in	order	to	spend	life	in	

enjoyment	as	an	end	in	itself.”955	This	feeds	a	vicious	circle	as	the	“having”	can	

never	 satisfy	 the	 spiritual	 cravings	 of	 the	 “being,”	 so	 the	 void	 will	 resurface	

more	 acute	 every	 time	 fueling	 a	 frenzy	 of	 consumerism	 and	 the	 seeking	 of	

extreme	sports,	drugs	or	other	intense	experiences.	“It	is	therefore	necessary	to	

create	life-styles	in	which	the	quest	for	truth,	beauty,	goodness	and	communion	

with	 others	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 common	 growth	 are	 the	 factors	which	 determine	

consumer	choices,	savings	and	investments.956		

This	 required	 change	 implies	 going	 beyond	 selfish	 criteria	 and	 being	

open	to	the	responsibility	of	the	common	good	and	solidarity.	“In	this	regard,	it	

is	not	a	matter	of	the	duty	of	charity	alone,	that	is,	the	duty	to	give	from	one's	

"abundance",	and	sometimes	even	out	of	one's	needs,	in	order	to	provide	what	

is	essential	for	the	life	of	a	poor	person.”957	That	is,	of	course,	part	of	living	the	
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“Golden	Rule,”	as	a	Christian	or	as	a	human	person.”		The	pope	is	“referring	to	

the	fact	that	even	the	decision	to	invest	in	one	place	rather	than	another,	in	one	

productive	 sector	 rather	 than	 another,	 is	 always	 a	 moral	 and	 cultural	

choice.”958			

Someone	 alienated	 from	 who	 he	 truly	 is	 by	 the	 culture	 and	 the	

prevailing	 beliefs	 and	 lifestyles	 of	 his	 society,	 is	 undoubtedly	 dwelling	 in	 an	

unhealthy	Human	Ecology.	“Alienation	—	and	the	loss	of	the	authentic	meaning	

of	 life	—	 is	 a	 reality	 in	Western	 societies,	 too.	This	happens	 in	 consumerism,	

when	people	are	ensnared	in	a	web	of	false	and	superficial	gratifications	rather	

than	being	helped	to	experience	their	personhood	in	an	authentic	and	concrete	

way.”959	The	 working	 conditions	 resulting	 from	 subordinating	 humans	 to	

productivity	also	alienates,	 for	example,	when	work	 is	organized	 to	maximize	

profits	 regardless	 of	 “whether	 the	 worker,	 through	 his	 own	 labor,	 grows	 or	

diminishes	 as	 a	 person,	 either	 through	 increased	 sharing	 in	 a	 genuinely	

supportive	 community	 or	 through	 increased	 isolation	 in	 a	 maze	 of	

relationships	 marked	 by	 destructive	 competitiveness	 and	 estrangement,	 in	

which	he	 is	considered	only	a	means	and	not	an	end.”960	John	Paul	 II	 	 focuses	

alienation	on	the	denial	of	who	the	human	person	essentially	is:	“The	concept	

of	alienation	needs	to	be	led	back	to	the	Christian	vision	of	reality...	When	man	

does	 not	 recognize	 in	 himself	 and	 in	 others	 the	 value	 and	 grandeur	 of	 the	

human	person,	he	effectively	deprives	himself	of	 the	possibility	of	benefitting	

from	 his	 humanity	 and	 of	 entering	 into	 that	 relationship	 of	 solidarity	 and	
																																																								
958	Ibid.,	“Given	the	utter	necessity	of	certain	economic	conditions	and	of	political	stability,	the	decision	to	invest,	that	is,	
to	offer	people	an	opportunity	to	make	good	use	of	their	own	labor,	is	also	determined	by	an	attitude	of	human	
sympathy	and	trust	in	Providence,	which	reveal	the	human	quality	of	the	person	making	such	decisions.”	

959	Ibid.,	§41.	

960	Ibid.	
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communion	with	others	for	which	God	created	him.”961	Man	can	choose	to	not	

flourish	 in	 love,	 from	his	own	 free	decision,	or	 conditioned	by	an	anti-human	

ecology:	

Indeed,	it	is	through	the	free	gift	of	self	that	man	truly	finds	himself…	A	
man	 is	 alienated	 if	 he	 refuses	 to	 transcend	 himself	 and	 to	 live	 the	
experience	 of	 self-giving	 and	 of	 the	 formation	 of	 an	 authentic	 human	
community	oriented	towards	his	final	destiny,	which	is	God.	A	society	is	
alienated	if	its	forms	of	social	organization,	production	and	consumption	
make	 it	 more	 difficult	 to	 offer	 this	 gift	 of	 self	 and	 to	 establish	 this	
solidarity	between	people.962		

In	Western	 society,	 alienation	 “exists	 in	 various	 forms	 of	 exploitation,	

when	 people	 use	 one	 another,	 and	 when	 they	 seek	 an	 ever	 more	 refined	

satisfaction	 of	 their	 individual	 and	 secondary	 needs,	 while	 ignoring	 the	

principal	and	authentic	needs	which	ought	to	regulate	the	manner	of	satisfying	

the	 other	 ones	 too.”963	Consumerism	 focuses	 the	 person	 "solely	 or	 primarily	

with	 possessing	 and	 enjoying…	 no	 longer	 able	 to	 control	 his	 instincts	 and	

passions,	or	 to	subordinate	 them	by	obedience	 to	 the	 truth.”964	Such	a	person	

“cannot	be	free:	obedience	to	the	truth	about	God	and	man	is	the	first	condition	

of	freedom,	making	it	possible	for	a	person	to	order	his	needs	and	desires	and	

to	choose	the	means	of	satisfying	them	according	to	a	correct	scale	of	values,	so	

that	the	ownership	of	things	may	become	an	occasion	of	growth	for	him.”965	
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7.	Economy	and	the	Market		

The	 economy	 is	 part	 of	 human	 activity	 and	 consequently	 subject	 to	

practical	 and	 moral	 considerations	 as	 to	 whether	 it	 achieves	 its	 purpose	 of	

efficiently	 and	effectively,	 ordering	human	activity	 and	productivity	 to	 satisfy	

authentic	 human	 needs	 in	 a	 way	 that	 is	 consistent	 with	 human	 dignity	 and	

nature.	The	last	century	has	seen	two	competing	visions	in	this	arena,	but	our	

discernment	 cannot	 be	 limited	 to	 those	 options.	 	 John	 Paul	 II	 asks,	 “Can	 it	

perhaps	 be	 said	 that,	 after	 the	 failure	 of	 Communism,	 capitalism	 is	 the	

victorious	social	system,	and	that	capitalism	should	be	the	goal	of	the	countries	

now	making	efforts	to	rebuild	their	economy	and	society?”966	He	responds,	“We	

have	 seen	 that	 it	 is	 unacceptable	 to	 say	 that	 the	 defeat	 of	 so-called	 ‘Real	

Socialism’	 leaves	 capitalism	 as	 the	 only	 model	 of	 economic	 organization.”967	

Asking	 whether	 capitalism	 can	 be	 in	 some	 way	 compatible	 with	 a	 healthy	

society,	 John	 Paul	 II	 proposes	 that	 unlike	 with	 socialism,	 capitalism	 can	 be	

applied	in	a	way	that	is	compatible	with	a	healthy	Human	Ecology:	

If	 by	 "capitalism"	 is	 meant	 an	 economic	 system	which	 recognizes	 the	
fundamental	and	positive	role	of	business,	the	market,	private	property	
and	the	resulting	responsibility	for	the	means	of	production,	as	well	as	
free	 human	 creativity	 in	 the	 economic	 sector,	 then	 the	 answer	 is	
certainly	 in	 the	 affirmative,	 even	 though	 it	 would	 perhaps	 be	 more	
appropriate	 to	 speak	 of	 a	 "business	 economy",	 "market	 economy"	 or	
simply	"free	economy".968		

But	 this	 valid	 exercise	 of	 capitalism	 requires	 certain	 conditions	 and	

social	and	legal	structures	that	have	to	be	in	place	to	ensure	that	the	spiritual	

freedom	of	the	human	person	is	not	compromised.	
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But	 if	 by	 "capitalism"	 is	 meant	 a	 system	 in	 which	 freedom	 in	 the	
economic	 sector	 is	 not	 circumscribed	 within	 a	 strong	 juridical	
framework	which	places	it	at	the	service	of	human	freedom	in	its	totality,	
and	 which	 sees	 it	 as	 a	 particular	 aspect	 of	 that	 freedom,	 the	 core	 of	
which	is	ethical	and	religious,	then	the	reply	is	certainly	negative.969		

A	 Human	 Ecology	 considers	 the	 totality	 of	 the	 human	 person,	

recognizing	the	order	and	priority	 in	which	his	dimensions	are	 to	be	 fulfilled.	

Economic	and	social	 systems	cannot	pretend	 to	exclude	 themselves	 from	this	

scrutiny.	 “[R]ealities	 of	marginalization	 and	exploitation	 remain	 in	 the	world,	

especially	the	Third	World,	as	does	the	reality	of	human	alienation,	especially	in	

the	more	 advanced	 countries.	 Against	 these	 phenomena	 the	 Church	 strongly	

raises	her	voice.”970		Both	material	and	spiritual	poverty	challenge	man’s	 true	

vocation.	As	“vast	multitudes	are	still	living	in	conditions	of	great	material	and	

moral	poverty…	 there	 is	 [also]	a	 risk	 that	a	 radical	 capitalistic	 ideology	could	

spread	which	refuses	even	to	consider	these	problems,	in	the	a	priori	belief	that	

any	 attempt	 to	 solve	 them	 is	 doomed	 to	 failure,	 and	 which	 blindly	 entrusts	

their	solution	to	the	free	development	of	market	forces.”971		

The	 market	 can	 “utilize	 resources	 better;	 …	 promote	 the	 exchange	 of	

products;	…	give	central	place	to	the	person's	desires	and	preferences,”972	but	

to	entrust	economic	decisions	and	allocation	of	resources	solely	to	the	market,	

fails	 to	 recognize	 its	 limits,	 since	 “there	 are	 collective	 and	 qualitative	 needs	

which	cannot	be	satisfied	by	market	mechanisms.	There	are	important	human	

needs	 which	 escape	 its	 logic.	 There	 are	 goods	 which	 by	 their	 very	 nature	
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cannot	and	must	not	be	bought	or	sold.”973	There	is	“the	risk	of	an	‘idolatry’	of	

the	market,	 an	 idolatry	which	 ignores	 the	 existence	 of	 goods	which	 by	 their	

nature	are	not	and	cannot	be	mere	commodities.”974			

Against	 this	 “idolatry,”	 “it	 is	 right	 to	 speak	 of	 a	 struggle	 against	 an	

economic	 system,	 if	 the	 latter	 is	 understood	 as	 a	 method	 of	 upholding	 the	

absolute	 predominance	 of	 capital,	 the	 possession	 of	 the	means	 of	 production	

and	of	the	land,	in	contrast	to	the	free	and	personal	nature	of	human	work.”975	

The	alternative	 is	not	a	socialist	system,	“but	rather	a	society	of	 free	work,	of	

enterprise	 and	 of	 participation.	 Such	 a	 society	 is	 not	 directed	 against	 the	

market,	but	demands	that	the	market	be	appropriately	controlled	by	the	forces	

of	society	and	by	the	State,	so	as	to	guarantee	that	the	basic	needs	of	the	whole	

of	society	are	satisfied.”976		

As	with	any	human	activity	a	business	has	a	purpose,	but	in	this	case	the	

purpose	should	not	be	reduced	to	profits.	A	business	must	exercise	 its	nature	

“as	 a	 community	 of	 persons	who	 in	 various	ways	 are	 endeavoring	 to	 satisfy	

their	basic	needs,	and	who	form	a	particular	group	at	the	service	of	the	whole	

of	society.	Profit	is	a	regulator	of	the	life	of	a	business,	but	it	is	not	the	only	one;	

other	human	and	moral	factors	must	also	be	considered.977		
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8.	The	Environment	

John	Paul	II	calls	attention	to	strong	connection	between	market	forces	

and	“the	ecological	question	which	accompanies	 the	problem	of	consumerism	

and	which	 is	closely	connected	to	 it.	 In	his	desire	 to	have	and	 to	enjoy	rather	

than	to	be	and	to	grow,	man	consumes	the	resources	of	the	earth	and	his	own	

life	 in	 an	 excessive	 and	 disordered	 way.” 978 	Thus,	 he	 shows	 that	 the	

environment	 is	mainly	 a	moral	 issue,	 deriving	 from	moral	 choices	 of	 people.	

These	 decisions	 are,	 as	 well,	 a	 symptom	 of	 a	 deeper	 issue	 regarding	 the	

confusion	and	disorder	with	which	man	seeks	his	flourishing.	

In	 another	 expression	 of	 the	 anthropological	 error	 that	 detaches	

freedom	 from	 truth,	man	 uses	 and	 abuses	 of	 the	 earth	 according	 to	 his	will:	

“Instead	 of	 carrying	 out	 his	 role	 as	 a	 co-operator	 with	 God	 in	 the	 work	 of	

creation,	man	 sets	 himself	 up	 in	 place	 of	 God	 and	 thus	 ends	 up	 provoking	 a	

rebellion	 on	 the	 part	 of	 nature,	 which	 is	 more	 tyrannized	 than	 governed	 by	

him.”979		 This	 reminds	 us	 that	 the	 disorder	 in	 man’s	 action	 comes	 from	 a	

misguided	notion	of	who	he	 is,	originated	 from	his	 rupture	with	God	and	His	

Plan.	Keeping	this	in	mind,	the	environment	is	also	a	key	component	of	Human	

Ecology	as	 it	not	only	provides	 for	our	needs,	but	speaks	the	 language	of	God	

and	helps	encounter	Him.		
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9.	State	and	Government			

Human	Ecology	needs	a	“sound	theory	of	the	State	in	order	to	ensure	the	

normal	development	of	man's	spiritual	and	 temporal	activities,	both	of	which	

are	 indispensable.”980		 Recognizing	 man’s	 social	 nature	 and	 his	 capacity	 to	

exercise	 freely	 his	 responsibility	 suggests	 “the	 organization	 of	 society	

according	 to	 the	 three	 powers—legislative,	 executive	 and	 judicial—[where]	

each	power	be	balanced	by	other	powers	…	[and]	 the	principle	of	 the	 ‘rule	of	

law,’	in	which	the	law	is	sovereign,	and	not	the	arbitrary	will	of	individuals.”981	

Along	 with	 this,	 “It	 is	 the	 task	 of	 the	 State	 to	 provide	 for	 the	 defense	 and	

preservation	of	common	goods	such	as	 the	natural	and	human	environments,	

which	cannot	be	safeguarded	simply	by	market	forces…	[The	State	has	a]	duty	

of	 defending	 those	 collective	 goods	 which,	 among	 others,	 constitute	 the	

essential	framework	for	the	legitimate	pursuit	of	personal	goals	on	the	part	of	

each	individual.”982	

I	find	this	space	of	civic	freedom	to	be	consistent	with	a	Human	Ecology	

which	 protects	 human	 dignity	 and	 his	 responsible	 exercise	 of	 freedom,	

whereas	“the	root	of	modern	totalitarianism	is	to	be	found	in	the	denial	of	the	

transcendent	 dignity	 of	 the	 human	 person	 who,	 as	 the	 visible	 image	 of	 the	

invisible	God,	is	therefore	by	his	very	nature	the	subject	of	rights	which	no	one	

may	violate—no	individual,	group,	class,	nation	or	State.”983	The	Church	has	an	

indispensable	 mission	 to	 safeguard	 human	 dignity	 and	 truth	 against	 any	
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temptation	 or	 tendency	 towards	 totalitarianism.	 Precisely	 for	 this	 reason,	

totalitarian	 governments,	 or	 even	 formally	 democratic	 governments	 with	 a	

populist	or	messianic	bent,	will	seek	to	control	and	limit	the	Church’s	voice:	

The	culture	and	praxis	of	 totalitarianism	also	 involve	a	rejection	of	 the	
Church.	The	 State	or	 the	party	which	 claims	 to	be	 able	 to	 lead	history	
towards	perfect	goodness,	and	which	sets	itself	above	all	values,	cannot	
tolerate	the	affirmation	of	an	objective	criterion	of	good	and	evil	beyond	
the	will	of	those	in	power,	since	such	a	criterion,	in	given	circumstances,	
could	be	used	to	judge	their	actions.984		
It	 is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that,	 historically,	 those	 that	 have	 sought	 to	

enslave	or	eliminate	the	Church	in	the	past	“democratic”	century	have	been	the	

godless	regimes	of	Hitler’s	Germany	and	the	host	of	communist	governments.	

“This	explains	why	totalitarianism	attempts	to	destroy	the	Church,	or	at	least	to	

reduce	 her	 to	 submission,	 making	 her	 an	 instrument	 of	 its	 own	 ideological	

apparatus.”985			

John	Paul	II	observes	that	“the	totalitarian	State	tends	to	absorb	within	

itself	 the	 nation,	 society,	 the	 family,	 religious	 groups	 and	 individuals	

themselves.”986	The	Church	 seeks	not	 so	much	 to	defend	 itself,	 but	 to	protect	

the	 human	 person	 and	 the	 institutions	which	 comprise	 Human	 Ecology.	 	 “In	

defending	her	 own	 freedom,	 the	Church	 is	 also	defending	 the	human	person,	

who	must	obey	God	rather	 than	men	 (cf.	Acts	5:29),	 as	well	 as	defending	 the	

family,	 the	 various	 social	 organizations	 and	nations—all	 of	which	 enjoy	 their	

own	spheres	of	autonomy	and	sovereignty.”987	Also,	in	a	similar	way,	as	a	more	

recent	 development,	 international	 bodies	 such	 as	 those	 in	 the	 system	 of	 the	

																																																								
984	Ibid.,	§45.	

985	Ibid.	

986	Ibid.	

987	Ibid.	



	 279	

United	 Nations,	 other	 regional	 bodies	 such	 as	 the	 European	 Union,	 and	

international	courts,	basically	governed	by	unelected	bureaucrats,	find	it	more	

convenient	to	silence	or	ignore	the	Church	as	they	advance	their	own	agendas.	

The	 Church,	 even	 though	 it	 does	 not	 endorse	 any	 particular	 political	

system,	“values	the	democratic	system	inasmuch	as	it	ensures	the	participation	

of	 citizens	 in	 making	 political	 choices,	 [and]	 guarantees	 to	 the	 governed	 the	

possibility	both	of	electing	and	holding	accountable	those	who	govern	them.”988	

Democracy	cannot	become	an	idol	and	needs	to	be	subject	to	scrutiny	of	truth	

and	morals:	“Authentic	democracy	is	possible	only	in	a	State	ruled	by	law,	and	

on	the	basis	of	a	correct	conception	of	 the	human	person.	 It	requires	that	 the	

necessary	 conditions	 be	 present	 for	 the	 advancement	 both	 of	 the	 individual	

through	 education	 and	 formation	 in	 true	 ideals,	 and	 of	 the	 ‘subjectivity’	 of	

society	 through	 the	 creation	 of	 structures	 of	 participation	 and	 shared	

responsibility.”989		

Consistent	 with	 Allan	 Bloom’s	 findings	 seen	 in	 the	 introduction,	 the	

pope	identifies	a	misguided	“claim	that	agnosticism	and	skeptical	relativism	are	

the	philosophy	and	the	basic	attitude	which	correspond	to	democratic	forms	of	

political	 life.	 Those	 who	 are	 convinced	 that	 they	 know	 the	 truth	 and	 firmly	

adhere	 to	 it	 are	 considered	unreliable	 from	a	democratic	point	of	 view,	 since	

they	 do	 not	 accept	 that	 truth	 is	 determined	 by	 the	 majority.”990	However,	

society	 needs	 the	 truth	 about	 the	 human	 person	 to	 be	 affirmed.	 This	 truth	

offers	a	necessary	reference	point	because	“if	there	is	no	ultimate	truth	to	guide	
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and	 direct	 political	 activity,	 then	 ideas	 and	 convictions	 can	 easily	 be	

manipulated	 for	 reasons	 of	 power.	 As	 history	 demonstrates,	 a	 democracy	

without	values	easily	turns	into	open	or	thinly	disguised	totalitarianism.”991	

Among	the	common	goods	to	be	protected	are	the	“natural	and	human	

environments”992	which	 comprise	 Human	 Ecology.	 Among	 these	 are	 human	

rights,	 from	 the	 most	 basic:	 “right	 to	 life,	 [even]	 from	 the	 moment	 of	

conception;	 the	 right	 to	 live	 in	 a	 united	 family	 and	 in	 a	 moral	 environment	

conducive	 to	 the	 growth	 of	 the	 child's	 personality;”993	to	 develop	 and	 unfold	

our	 gifts	 through	 “the	 right	 to	 develop	 one's	 intelligence	 and	 freedom	 in	

seeking	and	knowing	the	truth;	 the	right	to	share	 in	the	work…	and	to	derive	

from	 that	work	 the	means	 to	 support	 oneself	 and	 one's	 dependents;	 and	 the	

right	freely	to	establish	a	family,	to	have	and	to	rear	children”994	acknowledging	

that	“the	source	and	synthesis	of	these	rights	is	religious	freedom,	understood	

as	 the	 right	 to	 live	 in	 the	 truth	 of	 one's	 faith	 and	 in	 conformity	 with	 one's	

transcendent	dignity	as	a	person.995	

An	 important	 part	 of	 the	 human	 environment	 ensuring	 the	 healthy	

participation	of	all	in	the	civic	space,	is	the	health	of	the	political	system.		When	

the	issues	at	stake	are	“not	examined	in	accordance	with	criteria	of	justice	and	

morality,	 but	 rather	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 the	 electoral	 or	 financial	 power	 of	 the	

groups	promoting	 them…,	such	distortions	of	political	conduct	create	distrust	

and	 apathy,	 [in]	 the	 general	 population,	 which	 feels	 abused	 and	
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disillusioned.”996	This	makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 support“particular	 interests	within	

the	framework	of	a	coherent	vision	of	the	common	good…	[which]	is	not	simply	

the	 sum	 total	 of	 particular	 interests;	 rather	 it	 involves	 an	 assessment	 and	

integration	 of	 those	 interests	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 a	 balanced	 hierarchy	 of	 values;	

ultimately,	it	demands	a	correct	understanding	of	the	dignity	and	the	rights	of	

the	person.”997	Economic	life	is	also	part	of	the	common	good,	and	it	“cannot	be	

conducted	 in	 an	 institutional,	 juridical	 or	 political	 vacuum…	 it	 presupposes	

sure	guarantees	of	individual	freedom	and	private	property,	as	well	as	a	stable	

currency	and	efficient	public	services…	the	State	 is	 to	guarantee	this	security,	

so	 that	 those	who	work	 and	produce	 can	 enjoy	 the	 fruits	 of	 their	 labors	 and	

thus	feel	encouraged	to	work	efficiently	and	honestly.”998		

	There	 is,	 and	 has	 been	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 considerable	 discussion	

concerning	the	role	of	 the	state	 in	 the	economy.999	Here,	we	need	to	set	aside	

ideologies	 of	market	 or	welfare	 and	make	 room	 for	 the	discerning	 criteria	 of	

subsidiarity.	 “[T]he	 State	has	 a	duty	 to	 sustain	business	 activities	by	 creating	

conditions	which	will	ensure	 job	opportunities,	by	stimulating	those	activities	

where	 they	 are	 lacking	or	by	 supporting	 them	 in	moments	of	 crisis.”1000	John	

Paul	II	states	that	the	“State	has	the	further	right	to	intervene	when	particular	

monopolies	 create	 delays	 or	 obstacles	 to	 development…	 in	 exceptional	

circumstances	 the	 State	 can	 also	 exercise	 a	 substitute	 function,	 when	 social	
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sectors	or	business	systems	are	too	weak	or	are	just	getting	under	way.”1001Of	

course,	 these	 interventions	 “must	 be	 as	 brief	 as	 possible,	 so	 as	 to	 avoid	

removing	permanently	from	society	and	business	systems	the	functions	which	

are	properly	theirs,	and	so	as	to	avoid	enlarging	excessively	the	sphere	of	State	

intervention	to	the	detriment	of	both	economic	and	civil	freedom.”1002		

The	 excessive	 growth	 and	 intervention	 of	 the	 state	 has	 generated	 in	

some	cases	 the	 so-called	 "Welfare	State,"	which	 seemingly	provides	 for	many	

human	needs.	However,	many	excesses	and	abuses	have	led	to	a	more	critical	

view:	“Malfunctions	and	defects	in	the	Social	Assistance	State	are	the	result	of	

an	 inadequate	understanding	of	 the	 tasks	proper	 to	 the	State.	Here	again	 the	

principle	 of	 subsidiarity	 must	 be	 respected:	 a	 community	 of	 a	 higher	 order	

should	not	interfere	in	the	internal	life	of	a	community	of	a	lower	order.”1003		

Other	 harms	 come	 from	 this	 distortion	 since	 “by	 intervening	 directly	

and	depriving	society	of	its	responsibility,	the	Social	Assistance	State	leads	to	a	

loss	of	human	energies	and	an	inordinate	increase	of	public	agencies,	which	are	

dominated	more	by	bureaucratic	ways	of	 thinking.”1004		 Subsidiarity	 educates	

for	freedom	and	responsibility	and	allows	for	personal	involvement	and	builds	

resilience	 in	 society,	 particularly	 regarding	 “the	 condition	 of	 refugees,	

immigrants,	the	elderly,	the	sick,	and	all	 those	in	circumstances	which	call	 for	

assistance,	such	as	drug	abusers:	all	these	people	can	be	helped	effectively	only	
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by	those	who	offer	them	genuine	fraternal	support,	in	addition	to	the	necessary	

care.”1005	

As	part	of	its	subsidiary	role,	the	state	can	and	should	care	for	the	poor,	

through	 the	work	 of	 private	 and	 local	 initiatives,	 and	 intervening	 only	when	

smaller	entities	cannot	respond	to	 the	challenge.	Families,	 for	example,	might	

find	 themselves	 “without	 the	 necessary	 support	 from	 the	 State	 and	 without	

sufficient	resources.	It	 is	urgent	therefore	to	promote	not	only	family	policies,	

but	 also	 those	 social	 policies	which	 have	 the	 family	 as	 their	 principle	 object,	

policies	which	assist	 the	 family	by	providing	adequate	resources	and	efficient	

means	 of	 support,	 both	 for	 bringing	 up	 children	 and	 for	 looking	 after	 the	

elderly,	so	as	to	avoid	distancing	the	latter	from	the	family	unit	and	in	order	to	

strengthen	relations	between	generations.”1006		

Similarly,	 the	 state	 must	 respect	 and	 support	 “other	 intermediate	

communities	 [which]	 exercise	 primary	 functions	 and	 give	 life	 to	 specific	

networks	 of	 solidarity.	 These	 develop	 as	 real	 communities	 of	 persons	 and	

strengthen	the	social	 fabric,	preventing	society	 from	becoming	an	anonymous	

and	 impersonal	 mass,	 as	 unfortunately	 often	 happens	 today.	 It	 is	 in	

interrelationships	on	many	levels	that	a	person	lives,	and	that	society	becomes	

more	‘personalized’.”1007	According	to	John	Paul	II,	Pope	Leo	XIII	recognized	the	

duty	of	 the	State	of	 “watching	over	 the	 common	good	…	while	 respecting	 the	

rightful	autonomy	of	each	sector…	 inasmuch	as	 the	 individual,	 the	 family	and	

																																																								
1005	Ibid.	

1006	Ibid.,	§49.	

1007	Ibid.	



	 284	

society	 are	 prior	 to	 the	 State,	 and	 inasmuch	 as	 the	 State	 exists	 in	 order	 to	

protect	their	rights	and	not	stifle	them.”1008			

	

10.	International	community	

Nations	and	 international	organizations	have	 the	responsibility	 to	care	

for	 that	 dimension	 of	 the	 human	 environment	which	 provides	 for	 peace	 and	

common	 understanding	 among	 nations	 and	 peoples.	 Political	 and	 diplomatic	

activity	 is	 also	 human	 activity	 subject	 to	 the	 discernment	 under	 truth	 and	

moral	 values.	 The	 values	 of	 justice,	 respect	 for	 the	 human	 dignity	 of	 all,	 and	

solidarity	 need	 to	 be	 present	 here.	 More	 developed	 and	 richer	 nations	 and	

peoples	have	a	moral	duty	to	come	to	the	aid	of	poorer	nations	and	people.1009

	 	

The	 effort	 in	 development	 “calls	 for	 a	 concerted	 worldwide	 effort	 to	

promote	development,	an	effort	which	also	involves	sacrificing	the	positions	of	

income	 and	 of	 power	 enjoyed	 by	 the	 more	 developed	 economies.”1010	This	

involves	 not	 only	 giving	 of	 surplus	 resources,	 but	 might	 present	 a	 more	

challenging	demand:	“This	may	mean	making	important	changes	in	established	

life-styles,	 in	order	to	 limit	 the	waste	of	environmental	and	human	resources,	

thus	 enabling	 every	 individual	 and	 all	 the	 peoples	 of	 the	 earth	 to	 have	 a	

sufficient	share	of	those	resources”1011	
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Part	B.	Benedict	XVI	

1.	Introduction	

The	 first	 occasion	 where	 Benedict	 XVI	 explicitly	 took	 up	 the	 term	

“Human	Ecology”	was	 in	 a	 letter	 to	 the	Pontifical	Academy	of	 Social	 Sciences	

dated	April	27,	2006.	However,	his	homily	at	his	Inaugural	Mass	also	shared	his	

conception	of	what	 is	most	relevant	 in	 the	environment	 in	which	we	 live	and	

struggle,	starting	with	the	life	of	grace.	In	this	homily,	he	refers	to	John	Paul	II	

crossing	the	threshold	of	the	next	life,	the	cardinals	faced	with	the	challenge	of	

electing	 a	 new	 pope,	 and	 he	 himself	 facing	 the	 enormous	 task	 of	 leading	 the	

Church,	 concluding	 that	 in	 all	 these	 events,	 we	 are	 never	 alone.	 We	 are	

“surrounded	 by	 so	 great	 a	 cloud	 of	witnesses”1012	that	we	 can	 call	 upon	 “the	

Saints	 of	 every	 age…	 [and	 be]	 led	 and	 guided	 by	 the	 friends	 of	 God.”1013	The	

communion	of	Saints	which	also	includes	all	of	us,	the	baptized,	accompanies	us,	

being	an	 important	presence	 in	our	 supernatural	 ecology,	part	of	our	Human	

Ecology.	God,	through	his	Word	and	his	will	is	also	present.	To	know	and	accept	

his	will	is	a	source	of	joy	and	leads	us	to	our	true	self.1014		

Benedict	 XVI	 uses	 the	 image	 of	 the	 desert	 to	 illustrate	 the	misery	 and	

suffering	 in	which	many	people	 live,	 the	desolation	of	our	“inner	ecology.”1015	

He	 uses	 the	 same	 image	 to	 show	 that	 the	 destruction	 of	 the	 natural	
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environment	is	a	consequence	of	our	impoverished	inner	life.1016	The	Church’s	

mission	 is	 “to	 lead	 people	 out	 of	 the	 desert”,	 to	 pull	 “us	 out	 of	 the	waters	 of	

death	and	brings	us	 into	 the	splendor	of	God’s	 light,	 into	 true	 life.”	Only	 then	

“does	life	truly	begin.	Only	when	we	meet	the	living	God	in	Christ	do	we	know	

what	 life	 is…	Each	of	us	 is	 the	result	of	a	 thought	of	God.	Each	of	us	 is	willed,	

each	 of	 us	 is	 loved,	 each	 of	 us	 is	 necessary.”1017	He	 ends	 repeating	 and	

elaborating	on	John	Paul	II’s	words	“Do	not	be	afraid!	Open	wide	the	doors	for	

Christ!”	 As	men	 allow	 Christ	 into	 their	 lives,	 Christ	 reshapes	 their	 inner	 and	

exterior	ecology,	taking	away	“the	dominion	of	corruption,	the	manipulation	of	

law	 and	 the	 freedom	 to	 do	 as	 they	 pleased”	 and	 giving	 them	 everything	 of	

“what	makes	life	free,	beautiful	and	great.”1018		

	

2.	 Human	 ecology	 in	 the	 Magisterium	 after	 John	 Paul	 II’s	 Centesimus	

Annus	

Human	Ecology	 had	 been	 established	 before	Benedict	 XVI,	 not	 only	 in	

John	Paul	II’s	writings,	but	following	his	lead,	also	in	the	wider	magisterium	of	

the	Church.	Cardinal	Lopez	Trujillo	used	 the	phrase	 in	1996.	He	 spoke	of	 the	

“remote	 preparation”	 needed	 for	marriage	which	 takes	 place	 in	 the	 different	

stages	of	 life,	primarily	 through	 the	 family,	 and	which	 involves	 the	option	 for	

truth	and	love	through	a	life	of	mature	faith,	a	life	guided	by	values,	a	Christian	

lifestyle	and	the	desire	to	achieve	fulfillment	through	the	sincere	gift	of	self:	“All	
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of	 this	 is	 part	 of	 a	 ‘Human	 Ecology.’”1019	He	 addressed	 the	 United	 Nations	 in	

2002	with	a	similar	topic,	pleading	for	the	“full	recognition	of	the	child’s	human	

dignity,	of	all	children,	images	of	God”	and	their	right	to	“their	integral	personal	

development”	through	“family	and	society.”1020		

He	denounced	 “the	moral	pollution	of	 the	environment	 that	 spiritually	

impedes	children	from	breathing	pure	air”	and	stressed	the	urgency	to	heed	the	

“requirements	of	a	‘Human	Ecology’…	[as	now	happens]	When	moral	values	are	

trampled	 on	with	 impunity,	when	 the	 atmosphere	 is	 artificially	 charged	with	

eroticism,	when	the	meaning	of	human	sexuality	is	emptied	and	trivialized	and	

children	 are	 even	 induced	 into	 unspeakable	 "lifestyles"	 and	 behavior	 in	 an	

alarming	climate	of	permissiveness.”1021		

The	Instrumentum	Laboris	in	preparation	for	the	1997	Synod	of	America	

in	1997	referred	to	“the	trials	of	many	families,	the	fundamental	structures	of	

‘Human	 Ecology’	 and	 the	 ‘sanctuaries	 of	 life,’”	 which	 have	 prompted	 “the	

Pastors	 of	 the	 People	 of	 God	 in	 all	 America	 …	 in	 many	 ways	 to	 practice	

solidarity	through	initiatives”	locally	and	nationally.1022						

The	 Holy	 See’s	 Statement	 to	 the	 Third	 Ministerial	 Conference	 of	 the	

World	 Trade	 Organization	 in	 1999	 requested	 international	 trade	 and	

Multilateral	 Environment	 Agreements	 to	 develop	 “in	 ways	 that	 are	 fair,	 non	

protectionist	 and	 able	 to	 cope	with	 the	most	 urgent	 problems	 of	 the	 poorest	

countries,	 so	 as	 to	 promote	 the	 conditions	 necessary	 for	 authentic	 Human	

																																																								
1019 Pontifical Council for the Family, Preparation for the Sacrament of Marriage, §31. 

1020	Cardinal	Alfonso	López	Trujillo,	“Special	Session	of	the	United	Nations	on	Children.”	

1021 Ibid.  

1022	Synod	of	Bishops,	Special	Assembly	for	America,	Instrumentum	Laboris.	
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Ecology,”	 working	 for	 a	 time	 when	 poor	 “countries	 are	 able	 to	 integrate	

themselves	within	 the	 international	community,	while	keeping	 their	ability	 to	

promote	 the	 human	 and	 sustainable	 development	 of	 their	 citizens,”	 paying	

attention	 to	 “human	 rights,	 labor	 questions,	 environmental	 degradation,	

biotechnology	 and	 health,”	 and	 avoiding	 “child	 labor,	 organized	 prostitution,	

slavery	and	forced	labor,	and	the	proscription	of	labor	unions…	[and]	any	kind	

of	protectionism.”1023	The	Holy	See	was	present	again	in	Johannesburg	in	2002	

noting	the	ethical	and	moral	challenge	posed	in	sustainable	development	by	the	

need	 of	 a	 “profound	 change	 in	 modern	 civilization's	 typical	 patterns	 of	

consumption	 and	 production…	 [and]	 not	 only	 a	 ‘physical’	 ecology	 that	 is	

concerned	 to	 safeguard	 the	 habitat	 of	 the	 various	 living	 beings,	 but	 also	 a	

‘Human	 Ecology,’	 which	 rests	 primarily	 on	 ensuring	 and	 safeguarding	moral	

conditions	in	the	actions	of	the	human	being	in	the	human	environment."1024	It	

argued	 that	 Human	 Ecology	 required	 an	 “‘education	 in	 ecological	

responsibility[that]	cannot	be	rooted	in	mere	sentiment	or	empty	wishes...		[but	

that]	entails	a	genuine	conversion	in	way	of	thought	and	behavior,’	promoting	a	

true	culture	of	life,	which	should	be	the	basis	for	the	new	culture	of	sustainable	

development.”1025		 The	 Holy	 See	 asserted	 clearly	 that	 the	 challenge	 is	 more	

ethical	than	technical.	

Finding	Human	Ecology	to	be	an	urgent	issue,	the	Holy	See	insisted	on	it	

in	the	UN’s	sessions	on	Sustainable	Development	in	2003	and	2004,	reminding	

the	UN	of	“the	first	Principle	of	the	Rio	Declaration,	which	states	that	«human	

																																																								
1023	Holy	See’s	Statement,	Third	Ministerial	Conference	of	the	World	Trade	Organization.	

1024	Holy	See’s	Intervention	at	the	WSSD,	Johannesburg,	2002.	

1025	Ibid.		
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beings	 are	 at	 the	 center	 of	 concerns	 for	 sustainable	 development.	 They	 are	

entitled	to	a	healthy	and	productive	life	in	harmony	with	nature»,”	and	“that	 the	

human	 being	 is	 central	 to	 sustainable	 development.	 We	 have	 to	 reflect	 on	

Human	Ecology;	we	need	to	start	an	ecological	conversion;	we	have	to	change	

our	models	of	production	and	consumption;	we	have	to	examine	seriously	the	

problem	 of	 poverty	 with	 all	 its	 multidimensional	 elements.”1026	It	 challenged	

the	participants	concerning	the	need	for	solidarity	demanded	by	the	justice	of	a	

common	heritage:	

Sustainable	development	is	aimed	at	inclusion….	[what]	we	need	to	do	is	
to	develop	a	sense	of	responsibility	for	our	common	endeavor,	through	
the	 establishment	 of	 global	 partnerships	 in	 a	 spirit	 of	 solidarity	 and	
burden-sharing.	The	earth	and	all	its	resources	are	part	of	the	"common	
heritage	of	all	humanity".	This	understanding	 fosters	 interdependence,	
stresses	responsibility	and	underlines	the	importance	of	the	principle	of	
global	solidarity.1027	
In	2004	the	Holy	See	insisted	in	recalling	“that	‘human	beings	are	at	the	

center	of	concerns	for	sustainable	development.	They	are	entitled	to	a	healthy	

and	 productive	 life	 in	 harmony	with	 nature.’	 For	 this	 reason	we	 believe	 that	

sustainable	development	must	always	be	 considered	within	 the	 context	of	 an	

authentic	 Human	 Ecology…	 [with	 the	 need	 for	 solidarity]	 The	 marginalized,	

while	 stakeholders,	 are	 often	 deprived	 of	 their	 voice	 at	 the	 negotiating	

table.”1028	The	 holistic	 approach	 to	 the	 human	 person,	 the	 moral	 connection	

with	 the	 economy	 and	 lifestyles,	 and	 the	 call	 to	 solidarity	 are	 all	 part	 of	 the	

Catholic	contribution	to	the	SD	debate.	

																																																								
1026	Holy	See’s	Intervention	at	the	11th	Session	of	the	UN	Commission	on	Sustainable	Development,	2003.	

1027	Ibid.	

1028	Holy	See’s	Intervention	at	the	2nd	Committee	of	the	General	Assembly	of	the	UN	on	Sustainable	Development,	2004.	
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Also	 in	 2004,	 the	 International	 Theological	 Commission	 quoted	 John	

Paul	 II’s	 Evangelium	 Vitae	 recalling	 that	 “man	 has	 a	 specific	 responsibility	

towards	 the	 environment	 …	 ranging	 from	 the	 preservation	 of	 the	 natural	

habitats	of	the	different	species	of	animals	and	other	forms	to	‘Human	Ecology’	

properly	speaking	…	a	clear	and	strong	ethical	direction	…	which	respects	the	

great	 good	 of	 life,	 of	 every	 life,”1029	thus	 reinforcing	 the	 unity	 of	 concern	 for	

both	the	natural	and	human	ecology	and	their	interdependence.		

In	 2005,	 at	 the	 Fourth	Ministerial	 Conference	 of	 the	 Bologna	 Process,	

Mons.	Józef	Miroslaw	Zycinski,	Archbishop	of	Lublin,	called	for	a	recognition	of	

“the	central	value	of	human	dignity	and	its	basic	role	in	the	society	of	the	new	

Europe.	John	Paul	II	used	the	term	‘Human	Ecology’	to	denote	the	set	of	basic	

values	 necessary	 to	 promote	 the	 integral	 growth	 of	 the	 human	 person.”1030	

These	 values	 “constitute	 the	 essence	 of	 our	 moral,	 spiritual	 and	 cultural	

growth…	 [and]	 will	 only	 persist	 if	 they	 are	 rooted	 in	 a	 transcendental	

background”1031	and	 this	 heritage	 is	 recognized	 and	 cultivated.1032	As	 we’ve	

seen	 in	 chapters	 one	 through	 three,	 there	 is	 a	 tendency	 to	 focus	 only	 in	 the	

economic	 and	material	 aspects	 of	 human	 development,	 while	 this	 statement	

recalls	 the	 importance	 of	 integral	 development	 and	 the	 transcendent	

dimension.					

																																																								
1029	International	Theological	Commission,	Communion	and	Stewardship.		

1030	Holy	See’s	Statement	at	the	4th	Ministerial	Conference	of	the	Bologna	Process.	

1031	Ibid.	"Those	fundamental	values,	acquired	through	a	decisive	contribution	of	Christianity,	which	can	be	
summarized	in	the	affirmation	of	the	transcendent	dignity	of	the	human	person,	the	value	of	reason,	freedom,	
democracy,	the	constitutional	state	and	the	distinction	between	political	life	and	religion"		

1032	Ibid.	“By	penetrating	the	culture	of	the	continent	of	Europe,	which	was	for	a	long	time	known	as	Christendom	
(Christianitas),	the	Gospel	created	the	intellectual	climate	in	which	universal	human	values	were	recognized	when	
human	brotherhood	and	the	equality	of	all	the	children	of	our	heavenly	Father	were	stressed.”		
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At	 the	 2006	 International	 Conference	 on	 Agrarian	 Reform	 and	 Rural	

Development,	 the	 Holy	 See	 stated	 that	 “the	 criterion	 of	 environmental	

sustainability	 alone,	 placed	 at	 the	 centre	 of	 development	 strategies	 in	 recent	

decades,	 cannot	 constitute	 an	 effective	 response	 unless	 it	 is	 based	 on	 an	

authentic	Human	Ecology,”	which	both	asserts	“the	responsibility	of	the	human	

person	towards	himself,	others,	creation	and	the	Creator,	[and]	recognizes	that	

‘man	remains	above	all	a	being	who	seeks	the	truth	and	strives	to	 live	 in	that	

truth.’”1033	It	further	stated	that	“the	first	and	fundamental	structure	for	Human	

Ecology	 is	 the	 family,	 in	 which	 man	 receives	 his	 first	 formative	 ideas	 about	

truth	and	goodness,	and	learns	what	it	means	to	love	and	to	be	loved,	and	thus	

what	 it	 actually	 means	 to	 be	 a	 person.”1034	This	 is	 of	 particular	 relevance	 in	

rural	areas	where	“the	rural	family	is	in	fact	‘called	to	manage	with	its	work	the	

little	 family	enterprise,	but	also	to	transmit	 the	 idea	of	relations	based	on	the	

exchange	of	mutual	knowledge,	values,	ready	assistance	and	respect.’	When	the	

family	encounters	difficulties	or	is	no	longer	able	to	carry	out	its	function,	the	

entire	rural	community	suffers	the	grave	and	painful	consequences.”1035	

Speaking	 at	 the	 Ecosoc	 in	 2006,	 the	 Holy	 See	 recalled	 the	 key	 link	

between	 the	 natural	 and	 the	 human	 environment	 and	 its	 importance	 for	

sustainable	 development:	 “In	 addition	 to	 the	 irrational	 destruction	 of	 the	

natural	 environment,	 there	 has	 been	 the	 more	 serious	 destruction	 of	 the	

human	 environment.	 Although	 people	 are	 rightly	 worried	 about	 preserving	

natural	 habitats,	 too	 little	 effort	 has	 been	 made	 to	 safeguard	 the	 moral	

																																																								
1033	Holy	See’s	Intervention	at	the	International	Conference	on	Agrarian	Reform	and	Rural	Development,	2006,	§3.				

1034	Ibid.,	§4.	

1035	Ibid.	
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conditions	 for	 an	 authentic	 Human	 Ecology,”1036	noting	 “there	 is	 already	 a	

growing	acknowledgement	 that	good	environmental	policies	are	by	extension	

good	people	policies	too.”1037							

It	is	interesting	to	see	the	importance	given	in	this	statement	to	energy	

issues,1038	which	 Benedict	 XVI,	 in	 his	 next	 use	 of	 the	 term	 Human	 Ecology,	

would	 also	 emphasize,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 moral-religious	 dimension	 of	

choices	 and	 actions	 which	 can	 easily	 lead	 to	 exclusion,	 non-development,	

injustices,	conflicts	and	wars.1039			

	

3.	The	Human	Ecology	of	dialogue	in	the	common	public	space	

	In	 an	 increasingly	 global	 and	pluralistic	 culture,	Benedict	XVI	 realized	

the	need	to	develop	a	virtual	space	and	common	language	which	would	allow	

believers	 of	 different	 faiths	 and	 non-believers	 of	 different	 persuasions	 to	

engage	 reasonably	 in	 dialogue	 regarding	 the	 conditions	 and	 destiny	 of	 the	

common	planet	and	cultural	space	we	all	share.	Human	Ecology	 implies,	even	

requires,	the	acknowledgement	that	we	all	benefit	and	suffer	from	the	common	

space,	and	that	we	all	impact	it	in	different	ways	by	our	lifestyles,	ideas,	words	

and	 actions.	 It	 is	 therefore	 natural	 that	 all	 stakeholders,	 certainly	 all	 human	

persons,	should	have	the	ability	to	engage	in	the	decisions	which	will	shape	our	

common	future.		

																																																								
1036	Holy	See’s	Intervention	at	the	14th	Session	of	the	Commission	on	Sustainable	Development	of	the	Ecosoc.	

1037	Ibid.		

1038	Ibid.	“Energy	is	central	to	achieving	sustainable	development	goals.		With	more	than	1.6	billion	people	still	lacking	
access	to	electricity	worldwide	and	2.4	billion	using	traditional	biomass,	improving	access	to	reliable,	affordable	and	
environmentally	friendly	energy	services	is	a	major	challenge	to	poverty	eradication	and	the	achievement	of	the	
MDGs…	access	to	clean,	reliable	energy	services	is	a	vital	prerequisite	for	alleviating	poverty.”		

1039	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Message	of	Peace	2007,”	§9.	
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The	 forums	 which	 have	 explicitly	 addressed	 these	 issues	 have	 been	

dominated	by	 international	bodies	and	diplomatic	structures.	Although	 in	 the	

2002	 WSSD	 in	 Johannesburg,	 a	 significant	 groundswell	 of	 NGOs	 demanded	

more	participation	 in	 the	process,	 this	has	yet	 to	happen	 in	a	significant	way.	

More	 relevant	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 dominating	 discourse	 prevalent	 in	 these	

international	 organizations	 is	 grounded	 in	 a	 reductive	worldview	 (the	 policy	

science	pragmatism	and	 the	underlying	 secularism	seen	 in	 chapters	1	 and	2)	

which	 understands	 itself	 as	 fair	 and	 neutral,	 while	 excluding	 alternative	

worldviews,	particularly	faith	traditions.	Facing	this,	I	posit	that	Pope	Benedict	

XVI’s	 speeches	 construe	 that	 Human	 Ecology	 requires	 a	 common	 space	 for	

dialogue	among	all	peoples,	cultures	and	traditions,	where	the	predominance	of	

a	 particular	worldview	does	 not	 stifle	 or	 deny	 the	 right	 of	 expression	 to	 any	

other,	 and	 where	 the	 appeal	 of	 reasoned	 argument	 and	 the	 common	 good	

carries	the	day	in	the	discussion.			

Benedict	XVI	consistently	argued	for	a	space	of	dialogue	not	inimical	to	

faith	 traditions	 and	 that	 is	 basically	 grounded	 in	 moral	 reasoning.	 He	

painstakingly	 built	 the	 case	 for	 moral	 reasoning	 which	 deepens	 the	

understanding	of	the	human	person,	accessible	to	and	compatible	with	human	

reason	 and	 faith.	 In	 the	 controversially	 publicized	 speech	 at	 Regensburg	 he	

defended	 moral	 reasoning	 as	 a	 key	 piece	 of	 the	 Western	 world	 view	 and	

showed	how	 the	 Church	 and	Christian	 philosophy	have	 been	 instrumental	 in	

forming	that	view.	

In	 the	 most	 quoted	 and	 misunderstood	 passage	 of	 the	 Regensburg	

Address,	Benedict	XVI	presents	 “the	 reasons	why	spreading	 the	 faith	 through	



	 294	

violence	is	something	unreasonable…	[and	how]	not	to	act	in	accordance	with	

reason	 is	 contrary	 to	 God’s	 nature…	 [In]	 Greek	 philosophy,	 this	 statement	 is	

self-evident.	But	for	Muslim	teaching,	God	is	absolutely	transcendent.	His	will	is	

not	bound	up	with	any	of	our	categories,	even	that	of	rationality.”1040	Here	he	

argues	 that	 some	 faith	 traditions	 are	 supportive	 of	 moral	 reasoning	 while	

others	 are	 not.	 In	 the	 Christian	 faith,	 which	 incorporated	 Greek	 philosophy,	

faith	and	God	require	by	their	very	nature	the	proper	use	of	reason.	Revelation	

through	 Scripture	 had	 already	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 this	 happy	 union.	 “In	 the	

beginning	was	the	logos,…	and	the	logos	is	God,”	says	the	Evangelist.1041		

The	encounter	between	the	Biblical	message	and	Greek	thought	did	not	

happen	 by	 chance…	 [arguably	 there	 was]	 the	 intrinsic	 necessity	 of	 a	

rapprochement	between	Biblical	 faith	and	Greek	 inquiry.”1042	Therefore	“from	

the	 very	 heart	 of	 Christian	 faith	 and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 heart	 of	 Greek	

thought	now	joined	to	faith,	Manuel	II	was	able	to	say:	Not	to	act	‘with	logos’	is	

contrary	 to	 God’s	 nature.”1043	From	 a	 God	 who	 is	 Logos–reason–it	 is	 only	

natural	that	harmony	between	faith	and	reason	has	always	been	at	the	heart	of	

Christianity	and	its	legacy	to	the	Western	world.1044	

However,	 there	 has	 been	 an	 effort	 towards	 a	 “dehellenization	 of	

Christianity—a	 call	 which	 has	 more	 and	 more	 dominated	 theological	

discussions	since	the	beginning	of	the	modern	age,”1045	mostly	in	three	stages:	

																																																								
1040	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Faith,	Reason	and	the	University,	Regensburg.”	

1041	The	Holy	Bible,	John:	1,1.	

1042	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Faith,	Reason	and	the	University,	Regensburg.”	

1043	Ibid.	

1044	Ibid.	This	union	“with	the	subsequent	addition	of	the	Roman	heritage,	created	Europe	and	remains	the	foundation	
of	what	can	rightly	be	called	Europe.”		

1045Ibid.	



	 295	

first,	the	Reformation	seeking	to	purify	sola	scriptura	from	philosophy,	second,	

the	 liberal	 theology	 of	 the	 nineteenth	 and	 twentieth	 centuries	 purifying	 faith	

from	theology	and	worship	in	favor	of	a	humanitarian	moral	message,	and	third,	

cultural	pluralism	seeking	 to	purify	 faith	 from	 the	acculturation	of	Hellenism,	

human	reason	 included.1046	This	process	has	yielded	an	understanding	where	

“first,	 only	 the	 kind	 of	 certainty	 resulting	 from	 the	 interplay	 of	mathematical	

and	 empirical	 elements	 can	 be	 considered	 scientific…	 [and	 a]	 second	 point…	

that	 by	 its	 very	 nature	 this	 method	 excludes	 the	 question	 of	 God,	 making	 it	

appear	 an	 unscientific	 or	 pre-scientific	 question”1047	thus	 reducing	 arbitrarily	

the	realm	of	science	and	reason.		

As	 a	 result	 “it	 is	 man	 himself	 who	 ends	 up	 being	 reduced,	 for	 the	

specifically	human	questions	about	our	origin	and	destiny,	the	questions	raised	

by	 religion	 and	 ethics,	 then	 have	 no	 place	 within	 the	 purview	 of	 collective	

reason	as	defined	by	‘science’,	so	understood”1048	and	are	therefore	regarded	as	

subjective.	 “The	 subjective	 ‘conscience’	 becomes	 the	 sole	 arbiter	 of	 what	 is	

ethical.	 In	 this	 way,	 though,	 ethics	 and	 religion	 lose	 their	 power	 to	 create	 a	

community	 and	 become	 a	 completely	 personal	 matter.”1049	This	 undermines	

any	foundation	for	a	common	understanding	of	 justice,	of	good	and	evil,	or	of	

any	common	goal	for	members	of	society	beyond	the	merely	practical.	“This	is	a	

dangerous	 state	 of	 affairs	 for	 humanity,	 as	 we	 see	 from	 the	 disturbing	

pathologies	of	 religion	and	reason	which	necessarily	erupt	when	reason	 is	 so	

reduced	that	questions	of	religion	and	ethics	no	longer	concern	it.	Attempts	to	
																																																								
1046	Ibid.	

1047	Ibid.	

1048	Ibid.	

1049	Ibid.	
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construct	an	ethic	from	the	rules	of	evolution	or	from	psychology	and	sociology,	

end	up	being	simply	inadequate.”1050		

Benedict	XVI	proposes	avoiding	foreseeable	dangers	by	“broadening	our	

concept	of	reason	and	its	application…	doing	so	only	 if	reason	and	faith	come	

together	in	a	new	way…	[allowing	theology]	within	the	wide-ranging	dialogue	

of	sciences,	not	merely	as	a	historical	discipline	and	one	of	the	human	sciences,	

but	precisely	as	 theology,	as	 inquiry	 into	 the	 rationality	of	 faith.”1051	This	will	

foster	 not	 only	 the	 proper	 approach	 to	 science	 and	 reason	 but	 also	 “that	

genuine	 dialogue	 of	 cultures	 and	 religions	 so	 urgently	 needed	 today.	 In	 the	

Western	world	 it	 is	widely	held	 that	only	positivistic	reason	and	the	 forms	of	

philosophy	 based	 on	 it	 are	 universally	 valid.”1052	This	 view	 alienates	 and	

excludes	many	cultures	and	faith	traditions.1053		

As	 this	 view	 is	 generally	 held	 by	 governments	 of	 the	more	 developed	

nations	 and	 international	 organizations,	 the	 resulting	 cultural	 dominance	 is	

added	 to	 the	 economic	 and	 political	 dominance,	 developing	 an	 imperialism	

which	aggravates	the	experience	of	oppression	and	dependence,	an	experience	

of	 injustice	 inimical	to	peace.	“A	reason	which	is	deaf	to	the	divine	and	which	

relegates	religion	into	the	realm	of	subcultures	is	incapable	of	entering	into	the	

dialogue	of	cultures.”1054		

																																																								
1050	Ibid.	

1051	Ibid.	

1052	Ibid.	

1053	Ibid.	“The	world's	profoundly	religious	cultures	see	this	exclusion	of	the	divine	from	the	universality	of	reason	as	an	
attack	on	their	most	profound	convictions.”	

1054	Ibid.	
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Modern	scientific	reason	has	to	recognize	its	limits	and	acknowledge	the	

issues	which	must	 be	 entrusted	 to	 philosophy	 and	 theology.	 “For	 philosophy	

and,	 albeit	 in	 a	 different	way,	 for	 theology,	 listening	 to	 the	 great	 experiences	

and	insights	of	the	religious	traditions	of	humanity,	and	those	of	the	Christian	

faith	 in	 particular,	 is	 a	 source	 of	 knowledge,	 and	 to	 ignore	 it	 would	 be	 an	

unacceptable	restriction	of	our	listening	and	responding.”1055	The	historical	fact	

that	 Christian	 faith	 has	 integrated	 and	 supported	 human	 reason	 as	 a	 key	

foundation	of	Western	thought	and	culture,	certainly	allows	its	participation	in	

the	dialogue,	but	Benedict	XVI	has	also	taken	the	initiative	to	encourage	it:	“It	is	

to	this	great	logos,	to	this	breadth	of	reason,	that	we	invite	our	partners	in	the	

dialogue	of	cultures.”1056		

Having	 established	 the	 birthright	 of	 Christian	 thought	 in	 Western	

culture,	 in	the	lecture	prepared	for	the	Sapienza	University	of	Rome,	Benedict	

XVI	 shows	 the	 role	 of	 philosophy	 and	 theology	 in	 moral	 reasoning	 and	 the	

validity	of	 faith	 traditions	 in	 the	public	discourse.1057	Benedict	XVI	begins	 the	

lecture	recalling	the	Jubilee	of	Universities	where	the	Sapienza	“not	only	hosted	

and	organized	the	event,	but	above	all	took	responsibility	for	the	prophetic	and	

complex	proposal	to	elaborate	a	‘new	humanism	for	the	third	millennium,’”1058	

the	very	same	effort	so	significant	in	his	pontificate.	

Benedict	XVI	 argues	 the	 right	 and	duty	of	 the	Church	 to	participate	 in	

public	argument	concerning	the	common	good,	from	the	identity	of	the	Church	

																																																								
1055	Ibid.	

1056	Ibid.	

1057	Students	protests	impeded	the	lecture,	delivered	later	by	someone	else.	Ironically,	the	Sapienza	was	founded	in	
1303	by	Pope	Boniface	VIII	as	the	first	pontifical	university.	

1058	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“La	Sapienza,”	2008.	
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and	 also	 from	 its	 legitimacy	 in	 terms	 of	 non-believers.	 Under	 the	 care	 of	 the	

Pope,	the	Church	“lives	in	the	world;	its	circumstances,	its	history,	its	example	

and	its	message	inevitably	influence	the	entire	human	community…	the	state	of	

religions	and	 the	situation	of	 the	Church—her	crises	and	her	 renewal—affect	

humanity	 in	 its	 entirety.”1059	It	 is	 thus	unreasonable	 and	naïve	 to	 exclude	 the	

Church	 from	the	discussion.	As	 the	Pope	 increasingly	becomes	a	voice	 for	 the	

ethical	 reasoning	 of	 humanity,	 he	 acknowledges	 that	 “the	 objection	

immediately	arises:	 surely	 the	Pope	does	not	really	base	his	pronouncements	

on	 ethical	 reasoning,	 but	 draws	 his	 judgments	 from	 faith	 and	 hence	 cannot	

claim	 to	 speak	 on	 behalf	 of	 those	 who	 do	 not	 share	 this	 faith.”1060	But,	 to	

respond	to	that	objection	“the	absolutely	fundamental	question	must	be	asked:	

What	 is	 reason?	 How	 can	 one	 demonstrate	 that	 an	 assertion—especially	 a	

moral	 norm—is	 ‘reasonable?’”1061	He	 then	 accepts	 the	 challenge	 to	 show	 that	

the	Church	 can	 contribute	with	 reasoned	 argument,	 and	 even	more,	 that	 this	

contribution	lies	at	the	core	of	her	tradition.			

Benedict	 proposes	 the	 example	 of	 Socrates	 debating	 Euthyphro,	 who	

defended	 the	 mythical	 religion	 and	 cult.	 Socrates,	 and	 the	 Greek	 philosophy	

that	the	Church	made	its	own,	affirmed	“reasoned	enquiry	concerning	the	truly	

great	God,	and	concerning	the	true	nature	and	meaning	of	the	human	being,	did	

not	strike	them	as	problematic,	as	a	 lack	of	due	religious	sentiment:	rather,	 it	

was	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 their	 way	 of	 being	 religious…	 [to	 accept]	 reason’s	

laborious	 search	 to	 attain	 knowledge	of	 the	whole	 truth	 as	part	 of	 their	 own	
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identity.”1062	Here,	 the	 reference	 to	 truth	 as	 the	 purpose	 of	 reasoned	 enquiry	

raises	an	unavoidable	 issue.	 If	we,	as	the	community	of	people,	have	given	up	

on	the	possibility	of	truth,	and	therefore	on	the	possibility	of	discerning	what	is	

truly	good,	then	we	are	forced	to	use	reasoned	enquiry	merely	as	due	process	

to	negotiate	competing	claims	with	no	hope	of	attaining	what	is	true	and	good.	

The	Church	created	the	university	and	“the	true	origin	of	the	university	

lies	in	the	thirst	for	knowledge	that	is	proper	to	man.	The	human	being	wants	

to	 know	 what	 everything	 around	 him	 is.	 He	 wants	 truth.”1063	The	 desire	 for	

truth	 and	 for	 the	 good	 is	 inscribed	 in	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 human	person.	 “Man	

desires	 to	 know—he	 wants	 truth.	 Truth	 in	 the	 first	 instance	 is	 something	

discerned…	 Yet	 truth	 is	 never	 purely	 theoretical…	 truth	 means	 more	 than	

knowledge:	the	purpose	of	knowing	the	truth	is	to	know	the	good.	This	is	also	

the	meaning	of	Socratic	enquiry.”1064		

Benedict	 recalls	 Jürgen	Habermas,	 saying,	 of	 one	 of	 the	 sources	which	

legitimates	 a	 constitutional	 charter,	 that	 “the	 reasonable	 manner	 in	 which	

political	 disputes	 are	 resolved…	 cannot	 simply	 be	 a	 fight	 for	 arithmetical	

majorities,	but	must	have	the	character	of	a	‘process	of	argumentation	sensitive	

to	 the	 truth’	 (wahrheitssensibles	 Argumentationsverfahren).”	 Benedict	 XVI	

continues	saying,	“I	find	it	significant	that	Habermas	speaks	of	sensibility	to	the	

truth	 as	 a	 necessary	 element	 in	 the	 process	 of	 political	 argument,	 thereby	

reintroducing	the	concept	of	 truth	 into	philosophical	and	political	debate.”1065	
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“Pilate’s	 question	 becomes	 unavoidable:	 What	 is	 truth?	 And	 how	 can	 it	 be	

recognized?	…	What	 is	 reasonable?	How	 is	 reason	shown	 to	be	 true?”1066	The	

question	remains:	how	do	we	achieve	the	truth	that	will	render	us	the	good?	In	

the	 medieval	 university,	 “besides	 the	 faculty	 of	 jurisprudence,	 there	 were	

faculties	 of	 philosophy	 and	 theology,	 which	 were	 entrusted	 with	 the	 task	 of	

studying	 the	 human	 being	 in	 his	 totality,	 thus	 safeguarding	 sensibility	 to	 the	

truth.	 One	might	 even	 say	 that	 this	 was	 the	 permanent	 and	 true	 purpose	 of	

both	faculties.”1067		

Benedict	 XVI	 elaborates	 at	 length	 on	 the	 fruitful	 relationship	 between	

“theology	and	philosophy…	in	which	neither	of	the	two	can	be	totally	separated	

from	 the	 other,	 and	 yet	 each	 must	 preserve	 its	 own	 task	 and	 its	 own	

identity,”1068	a	 relationship	 which	 has	 yielded	 truth	 and	 good	 verified,	 in	 its	

history:	“the	history	of	the	humanism	that	has	grown	out	of	the	Christian	faith,	

demonstrates	the	truth	of	this	faith	in	its	essential	nucleus,	thereby	giving	it	a	

claim	upon	public	reason.	Of	course,	much	of	the	content	of	theology	and	faith	

can	only	be	appropriated	within	 the	context	of	 faith,	 and	 therefore	cannot	be	

demanded	of	those	to	whom	this	faith	remains	inaccessible.”1069	But	because	of	

this,	 it	 should	 be	 acknowledged	 that	 “the	 Christian	 faith	 is	 never	 solely	 a	

“comprehensive	religious	doctrine”	in	Rawls’	sense,	but	is	a	purifying	force	for	

reason,	helping	it	to	be	more	fully	itself.”1070		
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The	 harmony	 and	 mutual	 help	 between	 faith	 and	 reason	 which	 the	

Church	has	developed,	makes	a	needed	contribution	to	the	world,	because	“the	

danger	for	the	western	world…	is	that	today,	precisely	because	of	the	greatness	

of	 his	 knowledge	 and	 power,	 man	 will	 fail	 to	 face	 up	 to	 the	 question	 of	 the	

truth.”1071	Thus,	“if	reason,	out	of	concern	for	its	alleged	purity,	becomes	deaf	to	

the	 great	 message	 that	 comes	 to	 it	 from	 Christian	 faith	 and	 wisdom,	 then	 it	

withers	like	a	tree	whose	roots	can	no	longer	reach	the	waters	that	give	it	life.	It	

loses	the	courage	for	truth	and	thus	becomes	not	greater	but	smaller.”1072		

Benedict	further	buttresses	these	claims	by	recurring	to	John	Rawls	and	

showing	that	he	concurs	with	 the	need	 for	comprehensive	religious	doctrines	

and	perceives	a	 reasonableness	 “in	 the	 fact	 that	 such	doctrines	derive	 from	a	

responsible	 and	 well	 thought-out	 tradition	 in	 which,	 over	 lengthy	 periods,	

satisfactory	 arguments	 have	 been	 developed	 in	 support	 of	 the	 doctrines	

concerned…	the	acknowledgment	that	down	through	the	centuries,	experience	

and	demonstration—the	historical	source	of	human	wisdom—are	also	a	sign	of	

its	reasonableness	and	enduring	significance.”1073	The	Pope	represents	such	“a	

community	of	believers	in	which	a	particular	wisdom	about	life	has	evolved	in	

the	course	of	the	centuries	of	its	existence…	a	community	that	preserves	within	

itself	 a	 treasury	 of	 ethical	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 important	 for	 all	

humanity:	 in	 this	 sense,	 he	 speaks	 as	 the	 representative	 of	 a	 form	 of	 ethical	

reasoning.”1074	Therefore,	at	La	Sapienza	as	in	any	public	forum	“it	is	the	Pope’s	

task	to	safeguard	sensibility	to	the	truth;	to	invite	reason	to	set	out	ever	anew	
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in	 search	 of	 what	 is	 true	 and	 good,	 in	 search	 of	 God;	 to	 urge	 reason,	 in	 the	

course	 of	 this	 search,	 to	 discern	 the	 illuminating	 lights	 that	 have	 emerged	

during	the	history	of	the	Christian	faith.”1075	

Having	established	the	Christian	origins	of	 thought	 in	Western	culture,	

and	the	validity	of	faith	traditions	in	the	public	discourse,	Benedict	XVI	further	

develops	his	argument	 in	the	German	Parliament,	proposing	the	shared	quest	

for	 a	 common	 notion	 of	 justice	 and	 good.1076	He	 starts	 with	 the	 notion	 that	

“what	should	ultimately	matter	for	a	politician…	must	be	a	striving	for	justice…	

[subordinated]	to	the	will	to	do	what	is	right,	and	to	the	understanding	of	what	

is	right…	‘Without	justice—what	else	is	the	State	but	a	great	band	of	robbers?’,	

as	Saint	Augustine	once	said.”1077		

Seeking	what	is	right	is	the	fundamental	duty	of	a	politician,	and	history	

has	shown	that	both	the	law	and	the	majority	cannot	be	the	ultimate	criterion.		

“Unlike	other	great	religions,	Christianity	has	never	proposed	a	revealed	law	to	

the	State	and	to	society,	that	is	to	say	a	juridical	order	derived	from	revelation.	

Instead,	it	has	pointed	to	nature	and	reason	as	the	true	sources	of	law—and	to	

the	harmony	of	objective	and	subjective	 reason,	which	naturally	presupposes	

that	both	 spheres	 are	 rooted	 in	 the	 creative	 reason	of	God.”1078	He	 traces	 the	

lineage	of	law	from	the	fusion	of	stoic	philosophy	and	Roman	Law,	through	the	

Christian	Middle	Ages,	the	Enlightenment,	the	Declaration	of	Human	Rights	and	

the	 German	 Basic	 Law	 of	 1949,	 establishing	 the	 Christian	 understanding	 of	
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reason	 and	 nature	 as	 the	 universally	 valid	 sources	 of	 law,	 understood	 as	

“nature	and	conscience,	where	conscience	is	nothing	other	than…	reason	that	is	

open	to	the	language	of	being.”1079		

The	question	of	whether	an	“is”	can	lead	to	an	“ought”	comes	up	again	in	

the	positivist	argument	of	Kelsen,	which	according	to	Benedict	XVI,	 leads	to	a	

view	where	“the	classical	sources	of	knowledge	for	ethics	and	law	are	excluded.	

This	 is	 a	 dramatic	 situation	 which	 affects	 everyone,	 and	 on	 which	 a	 public	

debate	 is	 necessary.	 Indeed,	 an	 essential	 goal	 of	 this	 address	 is	 to	 issue	 an	

urgent	 invitation	 to	 launch	 one.”1080	While	 Benedict	 recognizes	 that	 “the	

positivist	 world	 view	 in	 general,	 is	 a	 most	 important	 dimension	 of	 human	

knowledge	and	capacity	that	we	may	in	no	way	dispense	with,”	he	warns	about	

the	danger	we	had	identified	in	chapters	one	through	three	in	the	reduction	of	

scientism	in	its	view	of	man	and	the	world,	as	“positivist	reason	considers	itself	

the	only	sufficient	culture	and	banishes	all	other	cultural	realities	to	the	status	

of	 subcultures,	 it	 diminishes	 man,	 indeed	 it	 threatens	 his	 humanity…	

[generates]	 a	 state	 of	 culturelessness	 and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 extremist	 and	

radical	movements	emerge	to	fill	the	vacuum.”1081			

This	 situation	 implies	 that	 “if	 something	 is	 wrong	 in	 our	 relationship	

with	 reality,	 then	we	must	 all	 reflect	 seriously…	 [and]	We	must	 listen	 to	 the	

language	of	nature	and	we	must	answer	accordingly…	there	is	also	an	ecology	

of	 man.	 Man	 too	 has	 a	 nature	 that	 he	 must	 respect	 and	 that	 he	 cannot	

manipulate	at	will…	He	is	intellect	and	will,	but	he	is	also	nature,	and	his	will	is	
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rightly	 ordered	 if	 he	 respects	 his	 nature,	 listens	 to	 it	 and	 accepts	 himself	 for	

who	he	is.”1082	Citing	John	of	Salisbury,	Benedict	XVI	argues	that	“an	immutable	

objective	truth	also	exists,	whose	origin	is	 in	God,	accessible	to	human	reason	

and	which	 concerns	 practical	 and	 social	 action.	 It	 is	 a	 natural	 law	 that	must	

inspire	 human	 laws	 and	 political	 and	 religious	 authorities,	 so	 that	 they	may	

promote	 the	 common	 good.”1083	This	 law,	 as	 a	 true	 and	 consistent	 quality	 of	

reality,	an	“is”,	demands	an	“ought”,	“a	property	that	John	calls	"equity,"	that	is,	

the	attribution	to	each	person	of	his	own	rights.	From	this	stem	precepts	that	

are	legitimate	for	all	peoples,	and	in	no	way	can	they	be	abrogated.”1084		

In	this	quest	to	listen	to	the	nature	of	the	natural	world	and	of	man,	we	

can	draw	from	Europe’s	(and	the	West’s)	cultural	heritage,	which	“arose	from	

the	 encounter	 between	 Jerusalem,	 Athens	 and	 Rome—from	 the	 encounter	

between	 Israel’s	 monotheism,	 the	 philosophical	 reason	 of	 the	 Greeks	 and	

Roman	 law.	 This	 three-way	 encounter	 has	 shaped	 the	 inner	 identity	 of	

Europe.”1085	This	is	the	common	quest	for	justice,	to	discern	between	good	and	

evil,	in	a	dialogue	that	will	contribute	to	the	understanding	and	ordering	of	the	

common	space	we	all	share.	Accordingly,	the	Church’s	“tradition	does	not	speak	

from	blind	faith,	but	from	a	rational	perspective	which	links	our	commitment	to	

building	an	authentically	 just,	humane	and	prosperous	society	to	our	ultimate	

assurance	 that	 the	cosmos	 is	possessed	of	an	 inner	 logic	accessible	 to	human	

reasoning,”1086	therefore	accessible	to	other	faiths	and	persuasions.	The	Church	
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proposes	 for	 dialogue	 this	 “moral	 reasoning	 based	 on	 the	 natural	 law	 …	

grounded	 on	 her	 conviction	 that	 this	 law	 is	 not	 a	 threat	 to	 our	 freedom,	 but	

rather	a	“language”	which	enables	us	to	understand	ourselves	and	the	truth	of	

our	 being,	 and	 so	 to	 shape	 a	 more	 just	 and	 humane	 world.”1087	The	 Church	

proposes	her	moral	 teaching	 to	 other	 faiths	 and	non	believers	 “as	 a	message	

not	 of	 constraint	 but	 of	 liberation,	 and	 as	 the	 basis	 for	 building	 a	 secure	

future.1088		

The	 positivist	 and	 secularist	 view	 seeks	 to	 disqualify	 faith	 traditions	

from	participating	in	public	argument,	but	the	“Church’s	witness,	then,	is	of	its	

nature	 public:	 she	 seeks	 to	 convince	 by	 proposing	 rational	 arguments	 in	 the	

public	square.	The	legitimate	separation	of	Church	and	State	cannot	be	taken	to	

mean	that	the	Church	must	be	silent	on	certain	 issues,	nor	that	the	State	may	

choose	not	 to	engage,	or	be	engaged	by,	 the	voices	of	 committed	believers	 in	

determining	the	values	which	will	shape	the	future	of	the	nation.”1089		

Believers	have	every	right	to	engage;	society	needs	their	voice.	“Denying	

the	right	to	profess	one's	religion	in	public	and	the	right	to	bring	the	truths	of	

faith	to	bear	upon	public	life	has	negative	consequences	for	true	development.	

The	 exclusion	 of	 religion	 from	 the	 public	 square—and,	 at	 the	 other	 extreme,	

religious	 fundamentalism—hinders	 an	 encounter	 between	 persons	 and	 their	

collaboration	 for	 the	 progress	 of	 humanity.”1090		 “Man	 bears	within	 himself	 a	

specific	capacity	for	discerning	what	is	good	and	right.	Affixed	in	him	as	a	seal	
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by	 the	 Creator,	 synderesis	 urges	 him	 to	 do	 good.	 Impelled	 by	 it,	 the	 human	

being	is	required	to	develop	his	conscience	by	forming	and	using	it	in	order	to	

direct	 his	 life	 freely	 based	 on	 the	 essential	 laws	 which	 are	 natural	 law	 and	

moral	law.”1091		

For	 this	 to	 happen,	 “it	 is	 more	 important	 than	 ever	 to	 educate	 the	

consciences	of	our	contemporaries	in	order	to	prevent	science	from	becoming	

the	 criterion	 of	 good	 and	 to	 ensure	 that	 man	 is	 respected	 as	 the	 centre	 of	

creation	 and	 not	 made	 the	 object	 of	 ideological	 manipulation,	 arbitrary	

decisions	 or	 the	 abuse	 of	 the	weaker	 by	 the	 stronger.”1092	Now	 that	 in	many	

universities,	 the	freedom	to	advance	views	that	differ	 from	the	consensus	has	

been	 relegated	 to	 “safe	 zones,”	 as	 positivist	 orthodoxies	 and	 individual	

sensitivities	 have	 the	 power	 to	 exclude	 such	 views	 from	 the	 public	 debate,	

Benedict	XVI	recalls	what	made	universities	such	a	fundamental	contribution	to	

Europe	 and	 the	 Western	 world:	 “Universitas:	 the	 reality	 that	 despite	 our	

specializations	…	we	made	up	a	whole,	working	in	everything	on	the	basis	of	a	

single	 rationality	 with	 its	 various	 aspects	 and	 sharing	 responsibility	 for	 the	

right	 use	 of	 reason.”1093	He	 continues,	 “Even	 in	 the	 face	 of	 such	 radical	

skepticism	 it	 is	 still	 necessary	 and	 reasonable	 to	 raise	 the	 question	 of	 God	

through	 the	use	 of	 reason,	 and	 to	do	 so	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 tradition	of	 the	

Christian	 faith:	 this,	 within	 the	 university	 as	 a	 whole,	 was	 accepted	 without	

question.”1094		
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Pope	 Benedict’s	 careful	 and	 reasoned	 argument	 for	 the	 necessity	 of	

reasoned	 dialogue	 in	 today’s	 global	 and	 diversified	 culture	 and	 society	

contrasts	with	the	efforts	in	universities,	social	media,	and	other	social	spaces,	

to	 suppress	 voices	 that	 dissent	 from	 the	 prevailing	 opinion,	 labeling	 them	 as	

‘hate	speech’	so	as	to	deny	them	any	legitimate	right.	This	will	also	be	treated	in	

a	section	on	culture	and	society	further	in	this	chapter.	Benedict’s	approach	is	

particularly	 relevant	 when	 discussing	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 human	 person,	

addressed	in	the	following	section,	as	a	healthy	Human	Ecology	must	respond	

to	that	nature.		

	

4.	Nature	of	the	Human	Person	

We	can	see	the	development	of	thought	with	its	debt	to	his	predecessor	

when	Benedict	XVI	quotes	John	Paul	II	to	insist	that	“not	only	has	God	given	the	

earth	 to	man,	who	must	use	 it	with	 respect	 for	 the	original	good	purpose	 for	

which	it	was	given	to	him,	but	man	too	is	God's	gift	to	man.	He	must	therefore	

respect	the	natural	and	moral	structure	with	which	he	has	been	endowed.”1095	

Erroneous	 visions	 of	 man	 can	 lead	 to	 misguided	 conceptions	 of	 society	 and	

cause	much	harm.	We	need	“a	Human	Ecology	that	can	favor	the	growth	of	the	

‘tree	of	peace.’	For	this	to	happen,	we	must	be	guided	by	a	vision	of	the	person	

untainted	 by	 ideological	 and	 cultural	 prejudices	 or	 by	 political	 and	 economic	

interests	which	can	instill	hatred	and	violence.”1096	
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It	 is	 crucial	 to	 consider	 “the	 question	 of	 human	 freedom,	with	 its	 vast	

implications	for	a	sound	vision	of	the	person	and	the	achievement	of	affective	

maturity	within	the	broader	community.	Inner	freedom	is	in	fact	the	condition	

for	 authentic	 human	 growth.”	 In	 a	 Human	 Ecology	 “where	 such	 freedom	 is	

lacking	 or	 endangered,	 young	 people	 experience	 frustration	 and	 become	

incapable	 of	 striving	 generously	 for	 the	 ideals	which	 can	 give	 shape	 to	 their	

lives	as	individuals	and	as	members	of	society.”1097	

The	 Church	must	 teach	 the	 truth	 about	man’s	 nature	 to	 “protect	man	

from	 self-destruction.	 What	 is	 needed	 is	 something	 like	 a	 Human	 Ecology,	

correctly	understood.”1098	This	also	involves	teaching		

the	nature	of	 the	human	being	 as	man	and	woman,	 and	demands	 that	
this	 order	 of	 creation	 be	 respected,	 [with]	 faith	 in	 the	 Creator	 and	 a	
readiness	to	listen	to	the	“language”	of	creation.	To	disregard	this	would	
be	 the	 self-destruction	 of	 man	 himself,	 and	 hence	 the	 destruction	 of	
God’s	 own	 work…	 [The	 desire	 to	 redefine	 freely	 sex	 and	 sexual	
orientation]	 often	 expressed	 and	 understood	 by	 the	 term	 “gender”	
ultimately	 ends	 up	 being	 man’s	 attempt	 at	 self-emancipation	 from	
creation	and	the	Creator.1099		
	

Man,	 wanting	 to	 be	 able	 “always	 and	 exclusively—to	 determine	

everything	that	concerns	him…	lives	in	opposition	to	the	truth,	in	opposition	to	

the	 Creator	 Spirit.”1100	The	 Church	with	 her	 teaching	must	 protect	man	 from	

cultural	trends	which	distort	his	Human	Ecology.	
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5.	Fundamental	Structures	of	Human	Ecology	

The	 spiritual	 environment	we	develop,	which	 influences	 our	 decisions	

and	consequently	 the	rest	of	our	 life	 in	many	ways,	 is	expressed	 in	 the	 life	of	

faith,	 the	 struggle	 “between	 sin	 and	 grace	 which	 embraces	 all	 the	 other	

conflicts	which	trouble	the	human	heart:	the	conflict	between	error	and	truth,	

vice	 and	 virtue,	 rebellion	 and	 co-operation,	 war	 and	 peace,”1101	and	 strongly	

affects	 our	 Human	 Ecology.	 “Faith,	 lived	 out	 in	 the	 fullness	 of	 charity	 and	

communicated	to	new	generations,	is	an	essential	element	in	the	building	of	a	

better	 future	 and	 safeguarding	 intergenerational	 solidarity,	 [and	 in]	 every	

human	 effort	 to	 build	 a	 civilization	of	 love.”1102	One	manifestation	 of	 a	 sound	

spiritual	environment	is	the	gift	of	joy,	which	is	a	fruit	of	the	Holy	Spirit:	“Joy	is	

the	 gift	 that	 sums	 up	 all	 the	 other	 gifts.	 It	 is	 the	 expression	 of	 happiness,	 of	

being	in	harmony	with	ourselves,	which	can	only	come	from	being	in	harmony	

with	God	and	with	his	creation.”1103	

“As	 a	 spiritual	 being,	 the	 human	 creature	 is	 defined	 through	

interpersonal	relations.	The	more	authentically	he	or	she	lives	these	relations,	

the	more	his	or	her	own	personal	 identity	matures.”1104	As,	the	person	strives	

in	this	spiritual	quest,	subduing	pride	and	selfishness,	he	becomes	more	aware	

of	the	Human	Ecology	of	interpersonal	relations	surrounding	him,	and	is	more	

capable	 and	 willing	 to	 engage	 in	 loving	 relationships,	 thus	 becoming	

																																																								
1101	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	to	the	12th	Plenary	Assembly	of	the	Pontifical	Academy	of	Social	Sciences.	

1102	Ibid.	

1103	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Traditional	Exchange	of	Christmas	Greetings,	2008.”	

1104	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§53.	



	 310	

harmoniously	 embedded	 in	 a	 community	 of	 love,	 a	 profound	 dimension	 of	

Human	Ecology:	

This	word	[agape]	expresses	 the	experience	of	a	 love	which	 involves	a	
real	 discovery	 of	 the	 other,	 moving	 beyond	 the	 selfish	 character	 that	
prevailed	earlier.	Love	now	becomes	concern	and	care	for	the	other.	No	
longer	 is	 it	 self-seeking,	 a	 sinking	 in	 the	 intoxication	 of	 happiness;	
instead	it	seeks	the	good	of	the	beloved:	it	becomes	renunciation	and	it	
is	ready,	and	even	willing,	for	sacrifice.1105	
By	this	process,	which	actively	involves	his	spiritual	life,	a	person	attains	

the	fullness	of	his	identity	and	purpose,	while	at	the	same	time	transforming	his	

existential	 environment,	 the	 Human	 Ecology	 in	 which	 he	 lives,	 following	 the	

model	of	Christ.	 “It	 is	part	of	 love's	growth	 towards	higher	 levels	and	 inward	

purification	that	it	now	seeks	to	become	definitive…	out	of	the	closed	inward-

looking	 self	 towards	 its	 liberation	 through	 self-giving,	 and	 thus	 towards	

authentic	 self-discovery	 and	 indeed	 the	 discovery	 of	 God:	 “Whoever	 seeks	 to	

gain	his	life	will	lose	it,	but	whoever	loses	his	life	will	preserve	it”	(Lk	17:33),	as	

Jesus	 says	 throughout	 the	 Gospels.”1106		 The	model	 is	 Jesus,	 leading	 “through	

the	Cross	 to	 the	Resurrection:	 the	path	of	 the	 grain	of	wheat	 that	 falls	 to	 the	

ground	and	dies,	and	in	this	way	bears	much	fruit.	Starting	from	the	depths	of	

his	 own	 sacrifice	 and	 of	 the	 love	 that	 reaches	 fulfilment	 therein,	 he	 also	

portrays	in	these	words	the	essence	of	love	and	indeed	of	human	life	itself.”1107			

In	this	way	love	strengthens	and	harmonizes	in	a	healthy	exchange	the	

bonds	and	mutual	interdependence	we	have	with	other	persons	and	beings	and	

the	realities	of	our	Human	Ecology,	bringing	forth	their	true	identity.	In	Christ	

																																																								
1105	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Deus	Caritas	Est,	§6.	

1106	Ibid.	cf.	Mt	10:39;	16:25;	Mk	8:35;	Lk	9:24;	Jn	12:25.	

1107	Ibid.	
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we	 discover	 our	 true	 identity.1108	“Love	 brings	 one	 out	 of	 oneself	 in	 order	 to	

discover	and	recognize	the	other;	in	opening	himself	to	otherness	it	also	affirms	

the	identity	of	the	subject,	for	the	other	reveals	me	to	myself.”1109	Rooted	in	this	

identity,	 “the	 love	of	man	and	woman	 is…	an	expression	of,	 the	 love	of	Christ	

and	the	Church	(cf.	Eph	5:32),	so	too	the	family,	grounded	in	that	love,	is	called	

to	be	a	 ‘domestic	church,’	a	place	of	 faith,	of	prayer	and	of	 loving	concern	 for	

the	 true	 and	 enduring	 good	 of	 each	 of	 its	 members.”1110	Only	 in	 this	

fundamental	experience	of	love	can	family	flourish,	as	the	next	section	argues.			

	

6.	Family	as	foundation	of	Human	Ecology		

Benedict	XVI	 like	 John	Paul	 II	 focuses	on	the	need	to	address	 family	as	

part	of	Human	Ecology	teaching	that	the	family	“based	on	the	lifelong	fidelity	of	

a	man	 and	 a	woman	 consecrated	 by	 the	marriage	 covenant	 and	 accepting	 of	

God’s	gift	of	new	life…	stands	at	the	foundation	of	society,	and…	[is	key]	for	the	

formation	 of	 sound	 consciences	 and	 the	 building	 of	 a	 civilization	 of	 love.”1111	

Family,	“as	the	first	school	of	wisdom,	a	school	which	trains	its	members	in	the	

practice	 of	 those	 virtues	 which	 make	 for	 authentic	 happiness	 and	 lasting	

fulfillment”,	 educates	 all	members	 and	 those	who	 come	 in	 contact	with	 it,	 in	

many	 different	ways:	 In	 parents’	 “integral	 human	 and	 spiritual	 formation	 for	

their	children”;	in	the	experience	that	“each	person,	whether	the	smallest	child	

or	the	oldest	relative,	is	valued	for	himself	or	herself,	and	not	seen	simply	as	a	

																																																								
1108	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§22.	

1109	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Address	to	Interacademic	Conference	on	‘The	Changing	Identity	of	the	Individual.’”	

1110	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Homily	Mount	of	Precipice,”	2009.	

1111	Ibid.	
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means	 to	 some	 other	 end”;	 in	 the	 “proper	 role	 of	 women,	 as	 well	 as	 their	

particular	 charisms	 and	 talents…	 their	 indispensable	 role	 in	 creating	 that	

‘Human	 Ecology’	 which	 our	 world…	 so	 urgently	 needs:	 a	 milieu	 in	 which	

children	learn	to	love	and	to	cherish	others,	to	be	honest	and	respectful	to	all,	

to	practice	the	virtues	of	mercy	and	forgiveness.”		

Likewise	 it	 educates	 in	 “Joseph’s	 strong	 and	 fatherly	 example…	 [of]	

virtues	of	a	manly	piety,	 fidelity	 to	one’s	word,	 integrity	and	hard	work”;	and	

“how	authority	placed	at	the	service	of	love	is	infinitely	more	fruitful	than	the	

power	which	seeks	to	dominate.”1112	This	explains	“something	of	the	essential	

role	of	 the	 family	as	 the	 first	building-block	of	a	well-ordered	and	welcoming	

society…	 [and]	 the	 duty	 of	 the	 State	 to	 support	 families	 in	 their	 mission	 of	

education,	to	protect	the	institution	of	the	family	and	its	inherent	rights,	and	to	

ensure	that	all	families	can	live	and	flourish	in	conditions	of	dignity.”1113		

Regretfully,	 family	 is	 now	 weakened,	 both	 in	 its	 culture,	 as	 in	 its	

functional	 and	 demographic	 structures,	 since	 “many	 nations	 or	 groups	 of	

nations	lack	a	sufficient	number	of	young	people	to	renew	their	population.”1114	

Benedict	XVI	explains	this	as	the	result	of	multiple	and	complex	causes,	“but	its	

ultimate	 roots	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 moral	 and	 spiritual;	 they	 are	 linked	 to	 a	

disturbing	 deficit	 of	 faith,	 hope	 and,	 indeed,	 love.”1115	Lack	 of	 generosity	 and	

“perhaps	the	lack	of	such	creative	and	forward-looking	love	is	the	reason	why	

many	couples	today	choose	not	to	marry,	why	so	many	marriages	fail,	and	why	

																																																								
1112	Ibid.	

1113	Ibid.	

1114	Benedict	XVI	to	the	12th	Plenary	Assembly	of	the	Pontifical	Academy	of	Social	Sciences,	2006.	

1115	Ibid.	
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birth	 rates	 have	 significantly	 diminished.”1116	Even	 when	 children	 are	 born,	

they	sometimes	suffer	this	moral	and	spiritual	weakness:		

It	is	children	and	young	people	who	are	often	the	first	to	experience	the	
consequences	of	 this	eclipse	of	 love	and	hope.	Often,	 instead	of	 feeling	
loved	and	cherished,	 they	appear	 to	be	merely	 tolerated.	 In	 "an	age	of	
turbulence"	 they	 frequently	 lack	 adequate	 moral	 guidance	 from	 the	
adult	world,	 to	 the	 serious	detriment	of	 their	 intellectual	 and	 spiritual	
development.	 Many	 children	 now	 grow…	 often	 exposed	 solely	 to	
materialistic	visions	of	the	universe,	of	life	and	human	fulfillment.1117	

Family,	 authentic	 families	 are	 the	 building	 block	 of	 a	 healthy	 Human	

Ecology.	 We	 all	 have	 a	 duty	 to	 support	 them.	 Particularly	 in	 the	 case	 of	

“children	and	young	people	[who]	are	by	nature	receptive,	generous,	idealistic	

and	open	to	transcendence.	They	need	above	all	else	to	be	exposed	to	love	and	

to	 develop	 in	 a	 healthy	Human	Ecology,	where	 they	 can	 come	 to	 realize	 that	

they	have	not	been	cast	into	the	world	by	chance,	but	through	a	gift	that	is	part	

of	God’s	loving	plan.”1118	As	we	saw	in	chapter	two,	the	family	is	key	to	positive	

educational,	 social	 and	 economic	 outcomes.	 “Parents,	 educators	 and	

community	 leaders,	 if	 they	 are	 to	 be	 faithful	 to	 their	 own	 calling,	 can	 never	

renounce	 their	 duty	 to	 set	 before	 children	 and	 young	 people	 the	 task	 of	

choosing	 a	 life	 project	 directed	 towards	 authentic	 happiness,	 one	 capable	 of	

distinguishing	between	truth	and	falsehood,	good	and	evil,	justice	and	injustice,	

the	real	world	and	the	world	of	"virtual	reality.””1119	This	formation	received	in	

the	family	makes	a	huge	difference	in	young	people	as	they	mature,	both	in	the	

outcomes	of	their	own	life	and	what	they	can	contribute	to	culture	and	society.	

	
																																																								
1116	Ibid.	

1117	Ibid.	

1118	Ibid.	

1119	Ibid.	
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7.	Culture	and	Society	

Following	 John	 Paul	 II’s	 approach	 to	 the	 human	 person	 and	 culture,	

Benedict	XVI	 reaffirms	 the	place	of	moral	good	at	 the	core	of	 culture:	 “At	 the	

heart	 of	 every	 culture,	 whether	 perceived	 or	 not,	 is	 a	 consensus	 about	 the	

nature	of	reality	and	the	moral	good,	and	thus	about	the	conditions	for	human	

flourishing.”1120	At	 the	 service	 of	 that	 flourishing,	 “the	 Church…	 is	 called,	 in	

season	 and	 out	 of	 season,	 to	 proclaim	 a	 Gospel	 which	 not	 only	 proposes	

unchanging	 moral	 truths	 but	 proposes	 them	 precisely	 as	 the	 key	 to	 human	

happiness	and	social	prospering.”1121	Precisely	when	moral	good	is	scarce,	does	

the	 contribution	 of	 faith	 shine:	 “The	 young	 Christian	 community	 moved	

forward	to	oppose	the	perversity	in	the	culture	around	them	(cf.	Acts	2:40),	to	

care	for	one	another	(cf.	Acts	2:44-47)…	to	heal	the	sick	(cf.	Acts	5:12-16),”	and	

to	defend	and	give	witness	to	their	faith.1122	Throughout	history	and	across	the	

globe,	the	Church	has	had	witness	and	loving	service	at	the	core	of	her	mission:	

“those	 pioneering	 Priests,	 Sisters	 and	 Brothers	 who	 came	 to	 these	 shores,	

…Their	whole	lives	were	a	selfless	Christian	witness.	They	became	the	humble	

but	tenacious	builders	of	so	much	of	the	social	and	spiritual	heritage	which	still	

today	brings	goodness,	compassion	and	purpose	to	these	nations.”	1123	Benedict	

XVI	continues	stating	how	the	moral	choice	for	the	good	of	those	in	the	Church	

is	 expressed	 in	 actions	 that	 influence	 and	 shape	 the	 culture:	 “Her	 plea	 for	

justice	on	behalf	of	those	unfairly	treated	and	her	practical	example	of	holiness	

…	the	network	of	schools	that	they	established	here	and	for	the	witness	of	their	
																																																								
1120	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	"Ad	Limina"	Visit	USA	bishops,	2012	

1121	Ibid.	

1122	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“World	Youth	Day,	Barangaroo,”	2008.		

1123	Ibid.	
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consecrated	 life...	 through	 education	 and	 healthcare,	 but	 especially	 by	

highlighting	the	spiritual	dimension	of	 the	questions	that	 feature	prominently	

in	contemporary	debate.”1124			

Sharing	 his	 experience	 of	 both	 the	 wonder	 of	 creation,	 and	 the	

recognition	 of	 the	 scars	 it	 bears,	 Benedict	 also	 expressed	 the	 wonder	 of	

humanity’s	 goodness	 and	 its	 achievements	 “but	 also	 [that]	 the	 social	

environment—the	 habitat	 we	 fashion	 for	 ourselves—has	 its	 scars;	 wounds	

indicating	 that	 something	 is	 amiss.	Here	 too,	 in	our	personal	 lives	 and	 in	our	

communities,	we	can	encounter…	a	poison	which	threatens	to	corrode	what	is	

good,	 reshape	who	we	 are,	 and	 distort	 the	 purpose	 for	which	we	 have	 been	

created.”1125	These	 wounds	 are	 compounded	 by	 the	 denial	 by	 which	 evil	

permeates	 the	 culture	 as	 entertainment;	 Benedict	 XVI	 seeks	 to	 unmask	 this	

disguise:	 “Alcohol	 and	 drug	 abuse,	 and	 the	 exaltation	 of	 violence	 and	 sexual	

degradation...	 could	anyone	standing	 face	 to	 face	with	people	who	actually	do	

suffer	violence	and	sexual	exploitation	‘explain’	that	these	tragedies,	portrayed	

in	virtual	form,	are	considered	merely	‘entertainment’?”1126		

The	 dictatorship	 of	 relativism,	 which	 Benedict	 XVI	 repeatedly	

denounces,	forges	in	Human	Ecology	“something	sinister	which	stems	from	the	

fact	that	freedom	and	tolerance	are	so	often	separated	from	truth…	that	there	

are	no	absolute	truths	to	guide	our	lives…	Yet,	experiences,	detached	from	any	

consideration	of	what	is	good	or	true,	can	lead,	not	to	genuine	freedom,	but	to	

moral	 or	 intellectual	 confusion,	 to	 a	 lowering	 of	 standards,	 to	 a	 loss	 of	 self-

																																																								
1124	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“World	Youth	Day,	Government	House,”	2008.	

1125	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“World	Youth	Day,	Barangaroo,”	2008.	

1126	Ibid.	
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respect,	and	even	to	despair.”1127	Thus,	 the	culture	can	be	oriented	by	what	 is	

good	 and	 true,	 corresponding	 to	 an	 authentic	 anthropology,	 and	 providing	 a	

space	 for	 healthy	 Human	 Ecology,	 or	 it	 can	 distort,	 harm	 and	 poison	 human	

lives.	

Alienating	 Cultural	 Tendencies	 –While	 Pope	 Benedict	 XVI	 closely	

follows	 John	Paul	 II’s	 approach	 to	 culture,	 his	 emphasis	 shifts	 from	 the	more	

political	to	the	social	dynamics	and	lifestyles.	The	actions,	words,	and	lifestyles	

of	all	of	us	shape	the	culture	and	our	common	environment.	The	individualistic	

approach	supports	the	notion	that	our	rights	stop	when	we	threaten	the	rights	

of	 others,	 but	 the	 way	 we	 impact	 culture	 is	 often	 overlooked,	 unless	 it	 is	

extreme.	Some	words	and	behaviors	are	damaging	and	should	be	avoided	even	

if	they	are	not	illegal.	“Let	everyone	reject	the	destructive	power	of	hatred	and	

prejudice,	which	kills	men’s	souls	before	it	kills	their	bodies!”1128			

Benedict	XVI	squarely	denounces	cultural	tendencies	that	abet	violence.	

“It	is	understandable	that	visions	of	man	will	vary	from	culture	to	culture.	Yet	

what	cannot	be	admitted	is	the	cultivation	of	anthropological	conceptions	that	

contain	the	seeds	of	hostility	and	violence.”1129	These	ideas	are	often	rooted	in	

a	 distorted	 idea	 of	 God.	 “Equally	 unacceptable	 are	 conceptions	 of	 God	 that	

would	encourage	intolerance	and	recourse	to	violence	against	others.	This	is	a	

point	which	must	be	clearly	reaffirmed:	war	in	God's	name	is	never	acceptable!	

When	a	certain	notion	of	God	 is	at	 the	origin	of	criminal	acts,	 it	 is	a	sign	 that	

																																																								
1127	Ibid.	

1128	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Homily	Mount	of	Precipice,”	2009.	

1129	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Message	World	Day	of	Peace	2007,”	§10.	
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that	 notion	has	 already	become	an	 ideology.”1130	Fostering	 violence,	 or	moral	

corruption	 is	 obviously	 damaging,	 but	 denying,	 restricting	 or	 discouraging	

words	and	witness	which	nourish	and	reaffirm	our	spirits,	or	what	is	good	and	

true,	 is	 also	 an	 act	 of	 aggression	 against	 Human	 Ecology.	 Nowadays	 it	 goes	

beyond	 ignoring	 or	 neglecting,	 as	 “some	 current	 cultural	 trends	 contain	

elements	 that	 would	 curtail	 the	 proclamation	 of	 these	 truths,	 whether	

constricting	it	within	the	limits	of	a	merely	scientific	rationality,	or	suppressing	

it	 in	 the	name	of	political	power	or	majority	rule,	 they	represent	a	 threat	not	

just	to	Christian	faith,	but	also	to	humanity	itself	and	to	the	deepest	truth	about	

our	 being	 and	 ultimate	 vocation,	 our	 relationship	 to	 God.”1131	The	 supposed	

neutral	 space	 no	 longer	 tolerates	 competition	 to	 the	 secularist	 narrative.	

“When	a	culture	attempts	to	suppress	the	dimension	of	ultimate	mystery,	and	

to	 close	 the	 doors	 to	 transcendent	 truth,	 it	 inevitably	 becomes	 impoverished	

and	falls	prey,	as	the	late	Pope	John	Paul	II	so	clearly	saw,	to	reductionist	and	

totalitarian	readings	of	the	human	person	and	the	nature	of	society.”1132		

Likewise,	political	power	can	never	be	the	ultimate	criteria	or	resource	

to	judge	what	fosters	a	healthy	society.	“With	her	long	tradition	of	respect	for	

the	right	relationship	between	faith	and	reason,	the	Church	has	a	critical	role	to	

play	 in	 countering	 cultural	 currents	 which,	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 an	 extreme	

individualism,	 seek	 to	 promote	 notions	 of	 freedom	 detached	 from	 moral	

truth.”1133	Faith	traditions	do	not	and	cannot	have	power	to	impose	their	values,	

but	 they	 do	 have	 a	 critical	 role	 in	 public	 moral	 reasoning,	 particularly	 as	
																																																								
1130	Ibid.	

1131	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	"’Ad	Limina’	Visit	USA	bishops,”	2012.	

1132	Ibid.		

1133	Ibid.	
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evinced	by	 the	 “grave	 threats	 to	 the	Church’s	public	moral	witness	presented	

by	a	 radical	 secularism	which	 finds	 increasing	expression	 in	 the	political	 and	

cultural	spheres…	attempts	being	made	to	limit	…	the	freedom	of	religion…	to	

deny	the	right	of	conscientious	objection	on	the	part	of	Catholic	individuals	and	

institutions	 with	 regard	 to	 cooperation	 in	 intrinsically	 evil	 practices…	

[and]reduce	religious	freedom	to	mere	freedom	of	worship	without	guarantees	

of	respect	for	freedom	of	conscience.”1134			

	

8.	The	Economy,	Market	and	Development	

The	 market	 and	 the	 economy,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 efforts	 for	 development	

have	to	recognize	the	close	link	between	natural	and	Human	Ecology,	and	that	

decisions	are	not	merely	technical,	but	above	all,	moral.1135	“Economic	activity	

cannot	solve	all	social	problems	through	the	simple	application	of	commercial	

logic.	 This	 needs	 to	 be	 directed	 towards	 the	 pursuit	 of	 the	 common	good.”1136	

The	 issues	 of	 energy	 illustrate	 this	 since	 increased	 energy	 is	 needed	 for	

development	 and	 the	 surge	 in	demand	 for	 resources	has	 led	 to	hoarding	and	

speculation,	 while	 “some	 parts	 of	 the	 planet	 remain	 backward	 and	

development	 is	 effectively	 blocked,	 partly	 because	 of	 the	 rise	 in	 energy	

prices.”1137		

An	approach	 to	market,	economy	and	development	which	 is	not	based	

on	 the	 dignity	 of	 the	 human	 person	 and	 the	 consequent	 solidarity,	 leads	 to	
																																																								
1134	Ibid.	

1135	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§40,	“modern	technological	thinking	can	suggest	that	investment	is	merely	a	
technical	act,	not	a	human	and	ethical	one.”	

1136	Ibid.,	36.	

1137	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Message	World	Day	of	Peace	2007,	§9.	
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unjust	 situations,	 grievances,	 conflicts,	 and	 war.1138	“Indeed,	 if	 development	

were	 limited	 to	 the	 technical-economic	 aspect,	 obscuring	 the	moral-religious	

dimension,	 it	 would	 not	 be	 an	 integral	 human	 development,	 but	 a	 one-sided	

distortion	which	would	end	up	by	unleashing	man's	destructive	capacities.”1139		

In	 equitable	 access	 to	 energy,	 “there	 is	 a	 pressing	 moral	 need	 for	 renewed	

solidarity,	 especially	 in	 relationships	between	developing	 countries	 and	 those	

that	 are	highly	 industrialized.	The	 technologically	 advanced	 societies	 can	and	

must	lower	their	domestic	energy	consumption,	either	through	an	evolution	in	

manufacturing	 methods	 or	 through	 greater	 ecological	 sensitivity.”1140	So,	 the	

virtue	of	austerity	 is	needed,	but	also	 that	of	solidarity:	 “What	 is	also	needed,	

though,	 is	 a	 worldwide	 redistribution	 of	 energy	 resources,	 so	 that	 countries	

lacking	 those	 resources	 can	 have	 access	 to	 them.	 The	 fate	 of	 those	 countries	

cannot	be	left	in	the	hands	of	whoever	is	first	to	claim	the	spoils,	or	whoever	is	

able	to	prevail	over	the	rest.”1141		

This	 needed	 “solidarity	 with	 poor	 countries	 in	 the	 process	 of	

development	 can	 point	 towards	 a	 solution	 of	 the	 current	 global	 crisis…	 by	

means	of	 financial	 plans	 inspired	by	 solidarity	—	so	 that	 these	 countries	 can	

take	 steps	 to	 satisfy	 their	 own	 citizens'	 demand	 for	 consumer	 goods	 and	 for	

																																																								
1138	Ibid.	“The	destruction	of	the	environment,	its	improper	or	selfish	use,	and	the	violent	hoarding	of	the	earth's	
resources	cause	grievances,	conflicts	and	wars,	precisely	because	they	are	the	consequences	of	an	inhumane	concept	of	
development.”		

1139	Ibid.;		Pope	Paul	VI,	Populorum	Progressio,	§20.	“If	development	calls	for	an	ever-growing	number	of	technical	
experts,	even	more	necessary	still	is	the	deep	thought	and	reflection	of	wise	men	in	search	of	a	new	humanism,	one	
which	will	enable	our	contemporaries	to	enjoy	the	higher	values	of	love	and	friendship,	of	prayer	and	contemplation”	

1140	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§49	

1141	Ibid.;	On	this	moral	duty,	Pope	Paul	VI,	Populorum	Progressio,	§§48,49.	
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development	—	[so	that]…	true	economic	growth	be	generated…	[and	sustain]	

the	productive	capacities	of	rich	countries.”1142		

The	moral	 dimension	 and	 virtue	 have	 to	 be	 taken	 into	 accounts	 at	 all	

levels	and	instances	of	economic	activity.	“The	economy	needs	ethics	in	order	to	

function	correctly…	an	ethics	which	is	people-centred…	Efforts	are	needed…	to	

ensure	 that	 the	whole	 economy	—	 the	whole	 of	 finance	—	 is	 ethical…	 by	 its	

respect	for	requirements	intrinsic	to	its	very	nature.”1143	Particularly	after	the	

last	 crisis,	 “finance,	…	which	wreaked	 such	havoc	 on	 the	 real	 economy—now	

needs	 to	 go	 back	 to	 being	 an	 instrument	 directed	 towards	 improved	 wealth	

creation	and	development.”1144		

It	“must	be	used	in	an	ethical	way…	the	entire	financial	system	has	to	be	

aimed	 at	 sustaining	 true	 development…	 [which	 is	 not]	 incompatible	with	 the	

effective	capacity	 to	produce	goods.	Financiers	must	rediscover	 the	genuinely	

ethical	 foundation	 of	 their	 activity,	 so	 as	 not	 to	 abuse	 the	 sophisticated	

instruments”	harming	other	stakeholders	 in	the	process	as	we	saw	in	chapter	

two.	The	“market	does	not	exist	 in	 the	pure	state.	 It	 is	shaped	by	 the	cultural	

configurations	which	 define	 it	 and	 give	 it	 direction.	 Economy	 and	 finance,	 as	

instruments,	can	be	used	badly	when	those	at	the	helm	are	motivated	by	purely	

selfish	ends”1145	Consequently	 “it	 is	not	 the	 instrument	 that	must	be	called	 to	

																																																								
1142	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§27.	

1143	Ibid.,	§45.	

1144	Ibid.,	§65.	

1145	Ibid.,	§36;	Also	in	Pope	Paul	VI,	Populorum	Progressio,	§§23,26.	
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account,	but	 individuals,	 their	moral	conscience	and	 their	personal	and	social	

responsibility.”1146		

For	 some	 time	 the	 conviction	 which	 held	 that	 the	 economy	 “must	 be	

autonomous…	shielded	 from	 ‘influences’	of	 a	moral	 character,	has	 led	man	 to	

abuse	the	economic	process	in	a	thoroughly	destructive	way...	economic,	social	

and	 political	 development,	 if	 it	 is	 to	 be	 authentically	 human,	 needs	 to	 make	

room	for	the	principle	of	gratuitousness	as	an	expression	of	fraternity.”1147	This	

“gratuitousness	is	present	in	our	lives	in	many	different	forms,	which	often	go	

unrecognized	because	of	a	purely	consumerist	and	utilitarian	view	of	 life.	The	

human	 being	 is	 made	 for	 gift,	 which	 expresses	 and	 makes	 present	 his	

transcendent	dimension.”1148	Following	 John	Paul	 II,	Benedict	XVI	affirms	that	

the“economic	 sphere	 is	neither	ethically	neutral,	nor	 inherently	 inhuman	and	

opposed	 to	society…	and	precisely	because	 it	 is	human,	 it	must	be	structured	

and	governed	in	an	ethical	manner,”1149		but	to	“traditional	principles	of	social	

ethics	like	transparency,	honesty	and	responsibility	[that]	cannot	be	ignored	or	

attenuated,”	he	adds	“in	commercial	relationships	the	principle	of	gratuitousness	

and	the	logic	of	gift	as	an	expression	of	fraternity	can	and	must	find	their	place	

within	normal	economic	activity.”1150		

As	human	activity,	the	market	and	the	economy	have	to	respect	human	

nature	to	avoid	harming	it.	If	“the	market	is	governed	solely	by	the	principle	of	

the	 equivalence	 in	 value	 of	 exchanged	 goods,	 it	 cannot	 produce	 the	 social	

																																																								
1146	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§36.	

1147	Ibid.,	§34.	

1148	Ibid.	

1149	Ibid.,	§36.	

1150	Ibid.	
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cohesion	 that	 it	 requires	 in	 order	 to	 function	 well.	Without	 internal	 forms	of	

solidarity	 and	 mutual	 trust,	 the	 market	 cannot	 completely	 fulfil	 its	 proper	

economic	function.”1151	“What	is	needed,	therefore,	is	a	market	that	permits	the	

free	 operation,	 in	 conditions	 of	 equal	 opportunity…	Alongside	profit-oriented	

private	 enterprise	 and	 the	 various	 types	 of	 public	 enterprise…	 [there	 should	

also	be]	commercial	entities	based	on	mutualist	principles	and	pursuing	social	

ends	to	take	root	and	express	themselves.”1152		

	 Solidarity	 builds	 the	 social	 capital	 that	 strengthens	 resilience	 and	

goodwill	in	society.1153	There	are	now	firms	that	seek	profit,	but	also	non-profit	

purposes	supporting	social	goals	and	“the	 ‘economy	of	communion’…	a	broad	

new	 composite	 reality	 embracing	 the	 private	 and	 public	 spheres,	 one	 which	

does	not	exclude	profit,	but	 instead	considers	it	a	means	for	achieving	human	

and	 social	 ends…	 to	 view	 profit	 as	 a	 means	 of	 achieving	 the	 goal	 of	 a	 more	

humane	market	and	society.”1154		

			Even	more,	 “the	very	plurality	of	institutional	forms	of	business	gives	rise	to	a	

market	 which	 is	 not	 only	 more	 civilized	 but	 also	 more	 competitive.”1155	This	

applies	 to	 organizations	 but	 also	 to	 the	 human	persons	 involved.	 “Space	 also	

needs	 to	 be	 created	 within	 the	 market	 for	 economic	 activity	 carried	 out	 by	

subjects	who	 freely	 choose	 to	 act	 according	 to	 principles	 other	 than	 those	 of	

																																																								
1151	Ibid.,	§35.	

1152	Ibid.,	§38.	

1153	Ibid.,	§39,	“economic	forms	based	on	solidarity,	which	find	their	natural	home	in	civil	society	without	being	
restricted	to	it,	build	up	society.”	

1154	Ibid.,	§46.	

1155	Ibid.	
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pure	 profit,	 without	 sacrificing	 the	 production	 of	 economic	 value	 in	 the	

process.”1156		

Consequently	“justice	must	be	applied	to	every	phase	of	economic	activity,	

because	this	is	always	concerned	with	man	and	his	needs.	Locating	resources,	

financing,	 production,	 consumption	 and	 all	 the	 other	 phases	 in	 the	 economic	

cycle	 inevitably	 have	 moral	 implications.	 Thus	 every	 economic	 decision	 has	 a	

moral	 consequence.”1157	As	 a	 corollary	 to	 this,	 there	 is	 “a	 growing	 conviction	

that	 business	 management	 cannot	 concern	 itself	 only	 with	 the	 interests	 of	 the	

proprietors,	 but	 must	 also	 assume	 responsibility	 for	 all	 the	 other	 stakeholders	

who	contribute	to	the	life	of	the	business:	 the	workers,	 the	clients,	 the	suppliers	

of	various	elements	of	production,	the	community	of	reference.”1158		

Responsible	 business	 should	 avoid	 then,	 “a	 speculative	use	of	financial	

resources	 that	 yields	 to	 the	 temptation	 of	 seeking	 only	 short-term	 profit,	

without	regard	for	the	long-term	sustainability	of	the	enterprise,	its	benefit	to	

the	 real	 economy	 and	 attention	 to	 the	 advancement,	 in	 suitable	 and	

appropriate	 ways,	 of	 further	 economic	 initiatives	 in	 countries	 in	 need	 of	

development.”1159	There	 are	many	 issues	 relevant	 to	 this:	 “the	 dignity	 of	 the	

individual	and	the	demands	of	justice	require,	particularly	today,	that	economic	

choices	 do	 not	 cause	 disparities	 in	 wealth	 to	 increase	 in	 an	 excessive	 and	

morally	 unacceptable	 manner”1160 	Human	 Ecology,	 as	 developed	 in	 the	

previous	chapters,	presents	a	harmonious	and	integrated	view	of	nature,	man	

																																																								
1156	Ibid.,	§37.	

1157	Ibid.	

1158	Ibid.,	§40.	

1159	Ibid.	

1160	Ibid.,	§32.	
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and	 society,	 where	 realities	 are	 interdependent.	 Concurring,	 “[e]conomic	

science	 tells	 us	 that	 structural	 insecurity	 generates	 anti-productive	 attitudes	

wasteful	 of	 human	 resources…	 there	 is	 a	 convergence	 between	 economic	

science	 and	moral	 evaluation.	Human	costs	always	include	economic	costs,	 and	

economic	 dysfunctions	 always	 involve	 human	 costs”1161	Consequently,	 “the	

human	 consequences	of	 current	 tendencies	 towards	 a	 short-term	economy—

sometimes	 very	 short-term—need	 to	 be	 carefully	 evaluated.	 This	 requires	

further	 and	 deeper	 reflection	 on	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 economy	 and	 its	 goals,	 as	

well	 as	 a	 profound	 and	 far-sighted	 revision	 of	 the	 current	 model	 of	

development,	so	as	to	correct	its	dysfunctions	and	deviations.”1162	This	is	a	task	

in	which	economists	can	profit	from	the	input	a	Catholic	view	of	man,	his	social	

nature,	and	his	activity,	can	provide.	

	

9.	The	Environment	

Humans	 have	 to	 take	 responsibility	 for	 the	 environment.	 “Our	 faith	 in	

creation	is	the	ultimate	basis	of	our	responsibility	for	the	earth.	The	earth	is	not	

simply	 our	 property,	 which	we	 can	 exploit	 …	 it	 is	 a	 gift	 of	 the	 Creator,	 who	

designed	its	innate	order	and	has	thus	given	us	guidelines	which	we…	need	to	

respect.”1163	That	 order	 in	matter,	 its	mathematical	 structure,	 “is	 the	 basis	 of	

the	modern	natural	sciences.”1164	Beyond	that,	“The	fact	that	the	earth	and	the	

cosmos	 mirror	 the	 Creator	 Spirit	 also	 means	 that	 their	 rational	 structures	

																																																								
1161	Ibid.	

1162	Ibid.	

1163	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Traditional	Exchange	of	Christmas	Greetings,”	2008.	

1164	Ibid.	
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which,	 beyond	 their	mathematical	 order,	 become	almost	 tangible	 in	 scientific	

experimentation,	also	have	an	inherent	ethical	orientation.”1165		

“Since	faith	in	the	Creator	is	an	essential	part	of	the	Christian	creed,	the	

Church	 cannot	 and	 must	 not	 limit	 herself	 to	 passing	 on	 to	 the	 faithful	 the	

message	of	salvation	alone.	She	has	a	responsibility	towards	creation,	and	must	

also	 publicly	 assert	 this	 responsibility.”1166	The	 Church	 ”must	 assert	 this	

responsibility	in	the	public	sphere…	She	must	above	all	protect	mankind	from	

self-destruction…	 Just	 as	 human	 virtues	 are	 interrelated,	 such	 that	 the	

weakening	 of	 one	 places	 others	 at	 risk,	 so	 the	 ecological	 system	 is	 based	 on	

respect	 for	 a	 plan	 that	 affects	 both	 the	 health	 of	 society	 and	 its	 good	

relationship	 with	 nature.”1167	“Alongside	 the	 ecology	 of	 nature,	 there	 exists	

what	can	be	called	a	‘Human’	Ecology,	which	in	turn	demands	a	‘social’	ecology.	

All	 this	 means	 that	 humanity,	 if	 it	 truly	 desires	 peace,	 must	 be	 increasingly	

conscious	 of	 the	 links	 between	 natural	 ecology,	 or	 respect	 for	 nature,	 and	

human	ecology.”1168	Any	view	that	intends	to	separate	nature	and	humanity,	is	

misguided.1169	

Our	 relation	with	 the	 environment	 is	 not	 reduced	 to	 the	 practical	 and	

material.	Attuned	to	the	wonders	of	God’s	creation,	we	should	be	frequently	in	

awe	“praising	the	name	of	the	Lord	who	is	‘majestic	in	all	the	earth’.	Immersed	

in	 contemplation	 of	 the	 ‘work	 of	 his	 fingers’	 (Ps	 8),	 the	 perils	 of	 spiritual	

																																																								
1165	Ibid.	

1166	Ibid.	

1167	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§51.	

1168	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Message	World	Day	of	Peace	2007,”	§8.	

1169	Ibid.	“Experience	shows	that	disregard	for	the	environment	always	harms	human	coexistence,	and	vice	versa…	
there	is	an	inseparable	link	between	peace	with	creation	and	peace	among	men.”	
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alienation	from	creation	[should]	become	plainly	evident.”1170	The	harmony	in	

our	 relationship	 with	 ourselves,	 our	 fellow	men	 and	 the	 environment	 stems	

from	 our	 relationship	with	 God.	 “When	 ‘man	 turns	 his	 back	 on	 the	 Creator’s	

plan,	he	provokes	a	disorder	which	has	inevitable	repercussions	on	the	rest	of	

the	created	order.’”1171	

Responding	 to	 a	 question	 regarding	 climate	 change,	 Benedict	 XVI	

describes	 the	 role	 of	 the	 Church	 not	 in	 technical	 aspects,	 seeing	 that	 the	

Church’s	 role	 is	 to	 encourage	 us,	 as	 part	 of	 our	 human	 vocation	 and	

responsibility	“to	rediscover	the	Face	of	the	Creator	 in	Creation,	to	rediscover	

in	 the	 Creator's	 presence	 our	 responsibilities	 for	 his	 Creation,	 which	 he	 has	

entrusted	to	us,	to	form	the	ethical	capacity	for	a	lifestyle	that	we	must	adopt	if	

we	wish	to	tackle	the	problems	of	this	situation	and	if	we	really	want	to	reach	

positive	 solutions.”1172	Once	 again,	 we	 cannot	 detach	 our	 actions	 from	 truth.	

“Human	beings	 interpret	and	shape	 the	natural	environment	 through	culture,	

which	 in	 turn	 is	 given	 direction	 by	 the	 responsible	 use	 of	 freedom,	 in	

accordance	with	the	dictates	of	the	moral	law.”1173	If	scientism	is	the	prevailing	

approach	in	our	culture,	nature	is	deprived	of	meaning	and	purpose.	When	we	

decline	 or	 neglect	 the	 duties	 of	 conscience	 and	 freedom,	 “[w]hen	 nature,	

including	 the	 human	 being,	 is	 viewed	 as	 the	 result	 of	 mere	 chance	 or	

evolutionary	 determinism,	 our	 sense	 of	 responsibility	 wanes.”1174	On	 the	

contrary,	 as	 we	 receive	 gratefully	 and	 reverently	 the	 gift	 of	 creation	 we	
																																																								
1170	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	to	the	Ecumenical	Patriarch	of	Constantinople,	7th	Symposium	of	the	Religion,	Science	and	the	
Environment	Movement,	2007.	

1171	Ibid.	

1172	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Interview	during	the	flight	to	Australia,”	2008.	

1173	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§48.	

1174	Ibid.	
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recognize	 “the	wonderful	 result	 of	 God's	 creative	 activity,	which	we	may	 use	

responsibly	 to	 satisfy	 our	 legitimate	 needs,	 material	 or	 otherwise,	 while	

respecting	 the	 intrinsic	 balance	 of	 creation.	 If	 this	 vision	 is	 lost,	 we	 end	 up	

either	 considering	 nature	 an	 untouchable	 taboo	 or,	 on	 the	 contrary,	 abusing	

it.”1175	“The	 way	 humanity	 treats	 the	 environment	 influences	 the	 way	 it	 treats	

itself,	and	vice	versa.	This	invites	contemporary	society	to	a	serious	review	of	its	

life-style,	 which,	 in	 many	 parts	 of	 the	 world,	 is	 prone	 to	 hedonism	 and	

consumerism,	regardless	of	their	harmful	consequences.”1176		

The	resistance	to	change	lifestyles	shown	in	chapter	2	suggests	that	the	

challenge	 goes	 beyond	 practical	 or	 technical	 issues.	 “What	 is	 needed	 is	 an	

effective	shift	 in	mentality	which	can	 lead	 to	 the	adoption	of	new	life-styles	‘in	

which	the	quest	for	truth,	beauty,	goodness	and	communion	with	others	for	the	

sake	 of	 common	 growth	 are	 the	 factors	 which	 determine	 consumer	 choices,	

savings	and	investments.’”1177	What	makes	the	challenge	more	daunting	is	the	

indivisible	 reality	 of	 life	 encompassing	 nature	 and	 humanity:	 “It	 takes	 in	 not	

only	 the	 environment	 but	 also	 life,	 sexuality,	 marriage,	 the	 family,	 social	

relations:	 in	 a	 word,	 integral	 human	 development…	 It	 would	 be	 wrong	 to	

uphold	 one	 set	 of	 duties	 while	 trampling	 on	 the	 other.	 Herein	 lies	 a	 grave	

contradiction	 in	 our	 mentality	 and	 practice	 today:	 one	 which	 demeans	 the	

person,	 disrupts	 the	 environment	 and	 damages	 society.”1178	It	 would	 be	

“contrary	 to	 authentic	 development	 to	 view	 nature	 as	 something	 more	
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important	 than	 the	 human	 person.	 This	 position	 leads	 to	 attitudes	 of	 neo-

paganism	or	a	new	pantheism.”1179	

Consistent	 with	 this	 integral	 approach	 and	 the	 general	 sense	 of	 what	

animates	sustainable	development,	“the	subject	of	development	is	also	closely	

related	 to	 the	 duties	 arising	 from	our	relationship	to	the	natural	environment.	

The	 environment	 is	 God's	 gift	 to	 everyone,	 and	 in	 our	 use	 of	 it	 we	 have	 a	

responsibility	 towards	 the	 poor,	 towards	 future	 generations	 and	 towards	

humanity	as	a	whole.”1180		

	

10.	State	and	Government	

Nowadays,	“the	State	finds	itself	having	to	address	the	limitations	to	its	

sovereignty	 imposed	 by	 the	 new	 context	 of	 international	 trade	 and	 finance…	

increasing	mobility	both	of	financial	capital	and	means	of	production,	material	

and	immaterial.	This	new	context	has	altered	the	political	power	of	States.”1181	

Benedict	 XVI	 hopes	 that,	when	 “the	 role	 of	 public	 authorities	 has	 been	more	

clearly	 defined,	 one	 could	 foresee	 an	 increase	 in	 the	 new	 forms	 of	 political	

participation…	through	 the	activity	of	organizations	operating	 in	civil	 society;	

in	this	way	it	 is	to	be	hoped	that	the	citizens'	interest	and	participation	in	the	

res	publica	will	 become	 more	 deeply	 rooted.”1182	These	 new	 conditions	 have	

brought	challenges	in	“new	forms	of	competition	between	States	as	they	seek	to	

attract	 foreign	 businesses…	 by	 means	 of	 a	 variety	 of	 instruments,	 including	
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favourable	fiscal	regimes	and	deregulation	of	the	labour	market.”1183	These	are	

consequences	 of	 adapting	 to	 globalization	 that	 “have	 led	 to	 a	 downsizing	 of	

social	security	systems	as	 the	 price	 to	 be	 paid	 for	 seeking	 greater	 competitive	

advantage	in	the	global	market,	with	consequent	grave	danger	for	the	rights	of	

workers,	 for	 fundamental	human	rights	and	 for	 the	solidarity	associated	with	

the	 traditional	 forms	 of	 the	 social	 State…	 [also	 limiting]	 the	 freedom	 or	 the	

negotiating	capacity	of	labour	unions.”1184		

The	state	has	to	work	for	the	common	good,	but	should	never	intend	to	

be	 solely	 responsible	 for	 it.	 Subsidiarity	 and	 participation	 of	 citizens	 and	

institutions	 must	 have	 a	 space.	 “Solidarity	 is	 first	 and	 foremost	 a	 sense	 of	

responsibility	on	 the	part	of	everyone	with	 regard	 to	everyone,	and	 it	 cannot	

therefore	 be	merely	 delegated	 to	 the	 State.”1185	Likewise,	 there	 are	 realms	 of	

human	 life	 from	 which	 the	 state	 should	 abstain.	 “When	 the	 State	 promotes,	

teaches,	or	actually	imposes	forms	of	practical	atheism,	it	deprives	its	citizens	

of	 the	moral	and	spiritual	 strength	 that	 is	 indispensable	 for	attaining	 integral	

human	development	and	it	impedes	them	from	moving	forward	with	renewed	

dynamism	as	 they	 strive	 to	 offer	 a	more	 generous	human	 response	 to	divine	

love.”1186			
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11.	The	International	Community	

In	his	message	 for	 the	World	Day	of	Peace,	 January	1st,	2007.	Benedict	

XVI	makes	reference	to	John	Paul	II,	recalling	the	close	connection	between	the	

natural	ecology	and	Human	Ecology,	and	emphasizing	the	 link	between	peace	

with	 creation	 and	 peace	 among	 men.	 As	 John	 Paul	 II	 does,	 Benedict	 XVI	

emphasizes	the	need	for	a	correct	vision	of	the	person,	and	he	condemns	those	

visions	which	encourage	hostility	and	violence.	He	uses	the	issue	of	energy	to	

show	how	a	concept	of	development	 that	 is	not	 integral	and	human	centered	

will	end	in	both	the	destruction	of	the	environment	and	conflict	among	men.1187	

In	this	context,	he	uses	the	terms	“social	ecology”	and	“ecology	of	peace.”					

“Preservation	 of	 the	 environment,	 promotion	 of	 sustainable	

development	 and	 particular	 attention	 to	 climate	 change	 are	matters	 of	 grave	

concern	 for	 the	entire	human	 family.	No	nation	or	business	sector	can	 ignore	

the	 ethical	 implications	 present	 in	 all	 economic	 and	 social	 development.”1188	

Scientific	 research	 shows	 the	 worldwide	 impact	 that	 irresponsible	 human	

actions	 in	 any	 one	 place	 or	 region	 can	 have.	 	 Such	 actions	 are	 morally	

reprehensible	“because	they	always	harm	human	coexistence,	and	thus	betray	

human	 dignity	 and	 violate	 the	 rights	 of	 citizens	 who	 desire	 to	 live	 in	 a	 safe	

environment.”1189		

The	responsibility	must	be	shared	by	all.	 “Industrializing	countries	are	

not	morally	free	to	repeat	the	past	errors	of	others,	by	recklessly	continuing	to	
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damage	 the	 environment	 [but]	 it	 is	 also	 the	 case	 that	 highly	 industrialized	

countries	must	share	‘clean-technologies’	and	ensure	that	their	own	markets	do	

not	 sustain	 demand	 for	 goods	 whose	 very	 production	 contributes	 to	 the	

proliferation	of	pollution.”1190			

Given	the	increasing	interdependence	globalization	has	brought,	there	is	

a	 need	 to	“manage	the	global	economy;	to	revive	economies	hit	by	the	crisis;	to	

avoid	any	deterioration	of	the	present	crisis…;	to	bring	about	integral	and	timely	

disarmament,	 food	 security	 and	 peace;	 to	 guarantee	 the	 protection	 of	 the	

environment	and	to	regulate	migration:	for	all	this,	there	is	urgent	need	of	a	true	

world	 political	 authority.”1191	This	 is	 quite	 controversial,	 particularly	 as	 the	

United	Nations	system	and	other	international	bodies	as	the	IPCC	have	shown,	

that	such	an	authority	could	be	ideologically	compromised.	However	difficult	it	

is	 to	 apply	 the	principles	of	common	good	 and	 subsidiarity,	 the	need	 remains.	

This	authority	would	need	to	be	regulated	by	law,	to	observe	consistently	the	

principles	of	subsidiarity	and	solidarity,	to	seek	to	establish	the	common	good,	

and	 to	make	a	 commitment	 to	 securing	authentic	 integral	 human	development	

inspired	 by	 the	 values	 of	 charity	 in	 truth”1192	It	 would	 also	 need	 “to	 be	

universally	 recognized	 and	 to	 be	 vested	 with	 the	 effective	 power	 to	 ensure	

security	for	all,	regard	for	justice,	and	respect	for	rights.”1193		

“In	 order	 not	 to	 produce	 a	 dangerous	 universal	 power	 of	 a	 tyrannical	

nature,	 the	 governance	 of	 globalization	 must	 be	 marked	 by	 subsidiarity…	

																																																								
1190	Ibid.	

1191	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§67.	

1192	Ibid.	

1193	Ibid.	
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Globalization	certainly	requires	authority,	 insofar	as	 it	poses	the	problem	of	a	

global	common	good	that	needs	to	be	pursued.	This	authority,	however,	must	

be	 organized	 in	 a	 subsidiary	 and	 stratified	 way.”1194	The	 more	 powerful	

countries	are,	the	more	resistant	they	are	to	the	idea	of	a	global	authority	which	

could	 abuse	 its	 power,	 but	 themselves	 are	 reluctant	 to	 recognize	 their	 own	

abuses,	 for	 example,	 when	 in	 cultural,	 commercial	 or	 political	 relations,	

“economically	developed	or	emerging	countries	export…	[a]	reductive	vision	of	

the	 person	 and	 his	 destiny	 to	 poor	 countries.	 This	 is	 the	 damage	 that	

‘superdevelopment’	 causes	 to	 authentic	development	when	 it	 is	 accompanied	

by	‘moral	underdevelopment.’”1195	

	

12.	Interdisciplinarity	in	Human	Ecology	

Corresponding	 to	 chapter	 two’s	 analysis,	 the	 challenges	 of	 integral	

human	 development	 and	 “the	 correlation	 between	 its	 multiple	 elements	

requires	a	 commitment	 to	 foster	the	interaction	of	the	different	levels	of	human	

knowledge	in	order	to	promote	the	authentic	development	of	peoples.”1196	The	

Catholic	 Church,	 through	Pope	Benedict	 XVI,	 contributes	 articulating	 a	 sound	

approach.	 	 He	 states	 that	 joint	 action	 is	 not	 enough.	 It	 “needs	 to	 be	 given	

direction,	 because	 ‘all	 social	 action	 involves	 a	 doctrine.’	 In	 view	 of	 the	

complexity	of	the	issues,	it	is	obvious	that	the	various	disciplines	have	to	work	

together	 through	an	orderly	 interdisciplinary	exchange”1197	involving	also	 the	

																																																								
1194	Ibid.,	§56.	

1195	Ibid.,	§29.	

1196	Ibid.,	§30.	

1197	Ibid.	
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levels	of	research,	policy	and	practice.	But	we	also	need	generous	commitment,	

consistent	with	reason.	“Human	knowledge	is	 insufficient	and	the	conclusions	

of	 science	 cannot	 indicate	 by	 themselves	 the	 path	 towards	 integral	 human	

development.	 There	 is	 always	 a	 need	 to	 push	 further	 ahead:	 this	 is	 what	 is	

required	by	charity	in	truth.	Going	beyond,	however,	never	means	prescinding	

from	 the	 conclusions	of	 reason,	nor	 contradicting	 its	 results.”1198	“This	means	

that	moral	 evaluation	 and	 scientific	 research	must	 go	hand	 in	hand,	 and	 that	

charity	must	animate	them	in	a	harmonious	interdisciplinary	whole,	marked	by	

unity	 and	distinction.”1199Building	on	 John	Paul	 II,	 he	 affirms	 that	 the	Church	

can	 be	 very	 effective	 in	 this,	 as	 its	 social	 doctrine	 has	 “an	 important	

interdisciplinary	 dimension.” 1200 		 	 This	 doctrine	 “allows	 faith,	 theology,	

metaphysics	 and	 science	 to	 come	 together	 in	 a	 collaborative	 effort	 in	 the	

service	of	humanity.	It	is	here	[that	it]	displays	its	dimension	of	wisdom.	Paul	VI	

had	seen	clearly	that	among	the	causes	of	underdevelopment	there	is	a	lack	of	

wisdom	 and	 reflection,	 a	 lack	 of	 thinking	 capable	 of	 formulating	 a	 guiding	

synthesis,	for	which	“a	clear	vision	of	all	economic,	social,	cultural	and	spiritual	

aspects”	 is	 required.”1201	As	 we	 have	 seen	 in	 chapters	 one	 and	 three,	 the	

difficulties	 that	 plague	 contemporary	 sciences,	 such	 as,	 “excessive	

segmentation	 of	 knowledge,	 the	 rejection	 of	 metaphysics	 by	 the	 human	

sciences,	the	difficulties	encountered	by	dialogue	between	science	and	theology	

are	 damaging	 not	 only	 to	 the	 development	 of	 knowledge,	 but	 also	 to	 the	

development	of	peoples,	because	these	things	make	it	harder	to	see	the	integral	

																																																								
1198	Ibid.	

1199	Ibid.,	§31.	

1200	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§59.	

1201	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§31.	
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good	 of	 man	 in	 its	 various	 dimensions.1202	While	 we	 have	 seen	 how	 many	

identify	 the	 need	 for	 interdisciplinary	 efforts	 to	 achieve	 an	 integrated	 view	

needed	 to	 confront	 these	 challenges	 of	 sustainable	 development,	 the	 Church	

has	experience	of	centuries	to	contribute.	

	

	

																																																								
1202	Ibid.	
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Part	C.	Catholic	Human	Ecology	after	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI	

1.	Recent	Developments	

As	mentioned	 in	 the	 Introduction,	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 research	 in	

2010,	there	was	hardly	any	mention	of	Human	Ecology	in	Catholic	scholarship,	

outside	of	the	Magisterium.	However,	as	Benedict	XVI	gave	more	attention	to	it,	

particularly	 in	his	 encyclical	Caritas	in	Veritate,	the	 concept	 started	 to	 receive	

wider	attention.1203	In	January	2012,	at	the	Angelicum	in	Rome,	in	cooperation	

with	Institut	Français	and	Université	Paris	Diderot,	a	round-table	was	held	on	

Human	 Ecology	 and	 Sustainable	 Development.	 The	 reflections	 here	 were	

mostly	centered	on	defending	the	place	of	the	human	in	ecology.	They	did	not	

explore	 so	 much	 the	 more	 wide-ranging	 implications	 of	 Human	 Ecology,	 as	

found	in	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI.	

One	scholar	present,	Dominique	Lecourt,	recalled	that	in	the	recent	past,	

science	 has	 been	 entrusted	 to	 power	 the	 industrial	 growth	 which	 will	

increasingly	 deliver	 material	 goods,	 and	 bring	 peace	 by	 rationally	 ordering	

social	 relations	 with	 an	 ethics	 for	 a	 “model	 of	 life:	 concern	 of	 the	 universal,	

therefore	end	of	selfishness,	equality	of	all	before	a	defined	objective	truth.”1204	

This	view	of	science,	that	can	be	regarded	as	“scientism,”	or	“positivism,”	only	

allows	 for	 observable	 facts	 with	 which	 scientists	 mathematically	 build	

																																																								
1203	Ibid.,	§51.	

1204	Dominique	Lecourt,	“Écologie	humaine.”	Table	ronde	:	Ecologie	humaine	et	développement	durable.	Angelicum,	
Rome.	
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consistent	 knowledge.	 Lecourt	 says	 this	 has	 been	 the	 norm	 for	 scientific	

research,	education	and	progress.1205		

However,	science,	enabling	industrialization,	the	atom	bomb,	as	well	as	

genetic	and	psychiatric	manipulation,	has	multiplied	the	damage	in	human	and	

natural	environments,	triggering	scientific	ecology	to	try	to	solve	the	problems,	

oscillating	between	affirmations	that	science	will	doom	us	and	science	will	save	

us.	 Even	 among	 the	 ecologically	 concerned,	 opposing	 camps	 fight	 each	 other	

armed	with	science.	Finally,	 there	are	those	who	reject	economic	growth,	and	

the	technology	and	science	that	power	it,	and	“a	certain	Western	philosophical	

tradition.	They	make	fun	of	‘scientism’	and	‘positivism’…	reject	their	ambitions	

to,	 using	 science,	 submit	 nature	 to	 the	 power	 of	 man.	 And…	 many	 political	

ecologists	will	 attack	 the	 ‘Judeo-Christian’	 roots	 of	modern	 rationalism.	Thus,	

they	pave	the	road	to	a	perilous	revival	of	paganism.”1206	

R.P.	Joseph	D'Amécourt	O.P.,	held	the	notion	that	Kant’s	secular	morality	

had	been	proved	ineffectual	by	the	horrors	of	World	War	II,	showing	that	not	

all	 progress	 is	 good,	 and	 that	 human	 reason	 could	 not	 self-regulate	 and	was	

therefore	 incapable	of	supporting	a	universal	morality,	 therefore	requiring	an	

adequate	 anthropology	 for	 a	 sound	 ecology.	 Here	 Christianity	 could	

contribute.1207		

Stéphane	 Bauzon	 explored	 how	 recognizing	 the	 dignity	 in	 nature	

requires	acknowledging	man’s	nature	and	dignity	in	it.	The	defense	of	the	earth	

has	taken	to	an	irrational	fear	bordering	on	misanthropic,	and	even	to	arguing	

																																																								
1205	Ibid.	

1206	Ibid.	

1207	Joseph	D’Amecourt,	“Écologie	humaine.”	Table	ronde	:	Ecologie	humaine	et	développement	durable.			
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for	animal	rights	as	if	seeking	to	recognize	sensualism	or	some	type	of	spirits	in	

them.		

The	ecological	compassion	…	results	in	refusing	the	man’s	right	to	exist,	
this	time	not	as	a	race	but	as	being	a	species	dangerous	for	the	Earth…	
There	does	not	exist	however,	a	dignity	of	 the	Earth	without	a	Human	
Ecology…	 the	human	 is	 the	only	being	 capable,	 not	only	 to	distinguish	
the	 difference	 between	 Good	 and	 Evil	 but	 also	 to	 believe	 with	 all	 its	
heart	in	his	own	dignity	and	the	dignity	of	the	Earth.1208	
These	are	valuable	contributions	but	hardly	revolutionary.	As	said,	they	

concentrate	on	arguing	 for	a	space	 for	 the	human	 in	ecology,	and	recognizing	

the	 need	 for	 the	 human	 dignity	 and	 his	 spiritual	 and	 moral	 dimension	 to	

advance	a	better	 approach	 to	nature.	The	more	holistic	 and	 integrated	vision	

would	be	advanced	in	a	later	event.	

More	 recently,	 in	March	 2016,	 a	 Conference	 on	Human	Ecology	 at	 the	

Catholic	 University	 of	 America	 (CUA)	 presented	 the	 concept	 in	 direct	

connection	with	the	tradition	of	Catholic	Social	Doctrine.	CUA	has	also	created	

the	 Institute	 for	 Human	 Ecology	 (IHE),	 very	 much	 in	 line	 with	 this	 thesis’		

perspective,	 defining	 that	 “Human	 Ecology	 is	 the	 systematic	 study	 of	 human	

beings	 in	 their	 relationships	 with	 one	 another,	 with	 various	 human	

communities,	 and	 with	 the	 natural	 world;”	 	 “shared	 among	 all	 the	 living	

organisms	on	the	planet…	Human	ecology	is	thus	also	the	systematic	study	of	

human	 flourishing,”	 and	 that	 having	 a	 “systematic	 character	 and	 its	 care	 for	

evidence	 and	 argumentative	 rigor,	 it	 is…	 a	 science…	 not	 just	 of	 the	 natural	

world	(natural	science)	or	of	social	and/or	political	phenomena	(social	science),	

but	of	all	sources	of	human	values,	aspirations	and	understanding,	indeed	of	all	

reality…	 [including]	 philosophy,	 theology,	 and	 the	 humanities.”	 According	 to	

																																																								
1208	Stéphane	Bauzon,	“La	dignité	de	la	Terre.”	Table	ronde	:	Ecologie	humaine	et	développement	durable.		
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the	 IHE,	 Human	 Ecology	 requires	 therefore	 “rigorous	 multi-disciplinary	

academic	research…	[regarding]	the	nature	of	human	flourishing	from	a	variety	

of	 disciplinary	 perspectives,	 seeking	 particularly	 to	 illuminate	 the	 social	

sciences	 in	 those	 places	 where	 they	 intersect	 with	 and	 are	 illuminated	 by	

Catholic	Social	Doctrine.”1209	

The	 2016	 conference	 on	 Human	 Ecology	 focused	 on	 “Integrating	

Business	 and	 125	 Years	 of	 Catholic	 Social	 Doctrine.”	 This	 seems	 most	

appropriate	given	 that	 the	 themes	encompassed	by	Human	Ecology	are	 those	

that	 Catholic	 Social	 Doctrine	 (CSD)	 has	 considered,1210	although	 presenting	

them	as	Human	Ecology	has	a	much	better	appeal	to	the	current	culture	and	to	

non	confessional	audiences.	Dealing	with	ecological	sustainability	and	some	of	

the	 challenges	 for	 an	 equitable	 society,	 the	 response	 is	 to	 rely	 in	 the	 moral	

responsibility	 of	 the	 human	 person,	 who	 has	 to	 respond	 according	 to	 God’s	

mandate	and	with	virtue.		

Quoting	extensively	from	Benedict	XVI’s	Address	to	the	Bundestag,	one	

participant,	Pakaluk,	lays	out	the	enterprise	of	Human	Ecology:	“to	lead	a	moral	

revival	that	begins	in	listening	to	nature	and	has	at	its	end	the	recovery	of	our	

relationship	 with	 reality,	 and	 the	 re-humanization	 of	 culture.”1211	This	 quest	

involves	moral	ownership	of	all	human	activity.		“’The	market	made	me	do	it’	is	

a	moral	 cop-out,”	 observes	 Cremers.	 “Competition	 and	 pressure	 are	 real,	 but	

																																																								
1209	Institute	for	Human	Ecology	web	page,		http://theinstituteforhumanecology.com/about-us-
ihe/#whatishumanecology	

1210	Frank	Hanna,	“What	Kind	of	Virtuous	Relationships	Lead	to	Prosperity,”	111,	“Catholic	social	teaching	is,	in	a	way,	a	
synonym	for	human	ecology.”	

1211	Catherine	Pakaluk,	“Leonine	Foundations	of	Human	Ecology,”	53.	
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there	 is	 an	 allegiance	 beyond	 the	 market	 to	 obey	 God	 and	 love	 your	

neighbor.”1212		

According	to	Spitzer,	“religion	has	an	incredibly	important	social	value…	

The	 undermining	 of	 religion	 and	 the	 undermining	 especially	 of	 the	

humanitarian	 efforts	 of	 religion	 is	 a	 huge	 gash	 right	 in	 the	 fabric	 of	 a	 proper	

and	authentic	Human	Ecology.”1213	Bachiochi	argues	that,	to	provide	the	moral	

conditions	 for	 an	 authentic	 Human	 Ecology,	 families	 must	 raise	 children	 in	

virtue,	and	schools	educate	in	virtue,	but	to	support	this,	we	must	put	effort	in	

“recreating	an	economy	that	is	on	the	side	of	child-raising	families,”	support	the	

“renaissance	 of	 classic	 Catholic	 education…	 inculcating…	 the	 moral	 and	

intellectual	virtues,”	and	renewing	parishes	as	Catholic	communities	of	mutual	

aid	who	truly	love	and	care	for	those	in	need.1214				

However,	Western	 society	 is	 depriving	man	 of	 the	 religious,	 repeating	

the	main	anthropological	error	of	socialism	denounced	by	Centesimus	Annus,	an	

error	which	led	to	the	failure	of	socialist	systems.	Governments	are	seeking	to	

restrict,	if	not	erase	religion	from	society,	by	forcing	faith-based	organizations,	

through	litigation,	to	violate	their	consciences	or	be	pushed	out	of	business	by	

the	 force	 of	 law	 or,	 with	 NGOs,	 on	 the	 international	 level,	 by	 making	

“humanitarian	 aid	 and	 support	 contingent	 on	 embracing	 abortion	 and	

contraception.”1215	The	 moral/cultural	 foundation	 is	 being	 progressively	 lost,	

that	 is,	 the	 “preconditions	 for	 a	 free,	 just	 and	 creative	 society…	 a	 political	

																																																								
1212	Martijn	Cremers,	in	“Panel	Discussion	III,”	18.	

1213	Robert	Spitzer,	in	“Panel	Discussion	III,”	19.	

1214	Erika	Bachiochi,	“Safeguarding	the	Moral	Conditions	for	an	Authentic	Human	Ecology,”	101-102.	

1215	Mary	Eberstadt,	“Fighting	the	Good	Fight:	Religious	Liberty	vs.	The	Sexual	Revolution,”	107-108.	
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system,	 an	 economic	 system,	 and	 a	 moral/cultural	 system…	 without	 which	

neither	of	the	other	two	can	be	made	to	work.”1216		

There	seems	to	be	a	consensus	regarding	the	decay	of	Western	culture.	

“What	about	the	public	moral	culture	that	John	Paul	II	said	was	so	crucial	to	the	

proper	 functioning	 of	 democracy	 and	 the	 free	 economy?...	 Well,	 that	 has	

eroded”1217	Therefore,	 “without	 virtue	 in	 a	 democratic	 people,	 John	 Adams	

memorably	 warns	 us,	 democracy	 always	 commits	 suicide.”1218	Even	 more,	

without	 love,	even	cardinal	virtues	disappear	since	“why	should	 the	powerful	

and	mighty	 renounce	 their	 capacity	 of	 domination?	 The	 liberal	 system	must	

acknowledge	 the	 existence	 of	 an	 unsymmetrical	 gift	 at	 its	 foundation.	 Gift	 is	

love.”1219	Without	 acknowledging	 the	 spiritual	 dimension	 in	 the	 human,	 and	

consequently	free	moral	choice	and	God,	there	is	no	reason	for	sacrificing	self-

interest;	 therefore,	 no	 practical	 solution,	 but	 more	 significant,	 no	 horizon	 or	

explanation	 for	 heroism,	 virtue	 and	 the	 noblest	 actions	 realized	 by	men	 and	

celebrated	 in	 so	 many	 expressions	 of	 culture.	 When	 denying	 transcendence,	

“metaphysics	 and	 the	 enlightenment	 have	 proved	 themselves	 incapable	 of	

thinking	the	human	person	correctly	in	her	relational	interiority	and	freedom…	

to	 understand	 human	 agency	 as	 free	 and	 imbued	with	 spiritual	meaning	 not	

only	technical	efficiency,	we	need	a	hermeneutical	approach	that	understands	

sense	and	not	only	explain	facts.”1220		

																																																								
1216	Michael	Novak,	“The	Human	Ecology	of	Social	Justice,”	69.	

1217	George	Weigel,	“Catholic	Social	Doctrine	and	21st	Century	America,”	60.	

1218	Erika	Bachiochi,	“Safeguarding	the	Moral	Conditions,”	100.	

1219	Martin	Schlag,	“What	is	the	Impact	of	Faith	in	Capitalism?”	39.	

1220	Ibid.		
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Virtuous	 relationships	 lead	 to	 spiritual	 prosperity:	 that	 is	 true	 human	

flourishing.	 “Marriage	 and	 the	 family	 are	 the	most	 important	 element	 of	 our	

human	ecology,	they	are	the	best	source	of	 joy	and	happiness,”	but	we	hardly	

spend	the	effort,	care	and	witness	they	deserve.1221			

A	 substantial	 part	 of	 the	 2016	 conference	 focused	 on	 business	 and	

economics	 and	 did	 not	 spare	 criticism:	 “The	 current	 economic	 model	 is	

unsustainable…	 finance	 should	 work	 for	 the	 economy,	 not	 the	 other	 way	

around.	 That	 also	 means	 that	 economies	 [have]	 to	 work	 for	 the	 common	

good.”1222	Finances	have	contributed	 to	a	distortion:	 “Over	 the	 last	decades,	 a	

class	of	rentiers	has	reemerged	because	for	whatever	reason,	asset	growth	has	

become	bigger	 than	economic	growth.”	Thus,	 financial	growth	which	 is	not	 in	

service	 of	 economic	 activity,	 “i.e.	 activities	 that	 are	 only	 profitable	 for	

individuals	without	 any	 correspondence	 to	works	 or	 service	 to	 others,”	 only	

benefits	the	financial	sector,	depriving	society	of	resources	and	initiative.1223		

Consumerism	is	the	other	distortion	which	“takes	consumption	beyond	

its	 reasonable	and	moral	 limits…	 reduces	 investment,	 thrift	 and	 savings,	 thus	

undermining	the	basis	of	a	good	capitalist	economy.”1224	Consumerism	not	only	

distorts	 the	 economy,	 it	 harms	 the	 moral	 ecology:	 “the	 decadent	 consumer	

habits	 of	 the	 first	 world	 are	 disproportionately	 impacting	 the	 world’s	 poor,	

sociological	 data	 confirms	 quite	 clearly	 that	 it	 is	 the	most	 vulnerable,	 fragile	

human	 beings	 that	 are	 most	 threatened	 by,	 and	 least	 equipped	 to	 protect	

																																																								
1221	Frank	Hanna,	“What	Kind	of	Virtuous	Relationships	Lead	to	Prosperity,”	117.	

1222	Christopher	Wasserman,	“What	is	the	Role	of	Gift	and	Justice	in	Economics	and	Business?”	77.	
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themselves	 from,	a	deteriorating	moral	environment.”1225	This	consumer	 logic	

applied	wholesale	 to	 life	has	 the	effect	of	 turning	all	human	realities	 in	goods	

that	can	be	chosen	basically	on	selfish	self-interest,	depriving	much	of	human	

life	of	the	richness	of	gift	and	virtue:	“[i.e.]	the	sharp	decline	in	marriage…	[has]	

harmed	 poor	 communities	 who	 are	 also	 the	 ones	 who	 need	 the	 economic	

benefits	of	marriage	the	most.”1226		

The	response,	of	course,	is	to	apply	virtue	to	the	action	of	humans	in	the	

economy.	 Solidarity	 and	 temperance	 imply	 that	 “prosperity	 belongs	 to	 a	

community,	not	an	individual,	and	…	that	prosperity	consists	in	abundance,	not	

excess.”1227	Likewise,	 “applied	 to	 business	 the	 virtue	 of	 justice	 promotes	 a	

system	that	produces	goods	that	are	really	good,	services	that	truly	serve,	and	

wealth	that	really	creates	value.”1228		

Particularly	 in	 finance	 “courage	plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	business	 in	

connection	with	risk…	the	inherent	short-termism	in	finance	destroys	the	inner	

good	of	courage.”1229	Without	virtue,	agents	“prefer	easy	gain	without	risk,	or	at	

least	 that	 the	 risk	might	 be	 borne	 by	 others.	 This	 is	where	 the	moral	 hazard	

comes	 in.	 There	 has	 been	 too	 much	moral	 hazard,	 created	 by	 a	 collusion	 of	

political	 and	 financial	 power:	 risks	 and	 externalities	 have	 been	 borne	 by	

others.”1230	This	 response	 in	 terms	 of	 virtue	 aligns	well	with	 the	 call	 of	 Pope	

Francis	to	an	ecological	conversion.	
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2.	Laudato	Si	

This	work	 concerns	 Human	 Ecology	 in	 John	 Paul	 II	 and	 Benedict	 XVI.	

Although	Pope	Francis	falls	outside	the	scope	of	this	work,	it	is	appropriate	to	

comment	 how	 Laudato	 Sí	 receives	 and	 elaborates	 on	 the	 legacy	 of	 Human	

Ecology,	 given	 the	 increased	 presence	 of	 Human	 Ecology	 in	 Catholic	

scholarship	and	the	wider	society.	According	to	Cardinal	Peter	Turkson,	prefect	

of	 the	 Dicastery	 for	 Promoting	 Integral	 Human	 Development,	 “Laudato	 si’	

follows	in	this	great	tradition	[of	Leo	XIII’s	Rerum	Novarum	and	John	Paul	II’s	

Centesimus	 Annus].	 As	 Pope	 Francis	 himself	 has	 said,	 it	 is	 not	 a	 ‘green	

encyclical,’	 it	 is	 a	 ‘social	 encyclical’…	 So	 there	 is	 a	 direct	 progression	 among	

these	three	encyclicals.”1231	This	is	key	to	Human	Ecology,	as	a	tendency	in	the	

current	 culture	 would	 strive	 to	 enlist	 Laudato	 Sí	 and	 Pope	 Francis	 in	 the	

support	of	environmental	concerns,	missing	the	core	of	his	message.	Affirming	

it	 as	 a	 ‘’social	 encyclical,’	 Pope	 Francis	 emphasizes	 the	 unity	 and	

interdependence	of	the	ecological	and	the	human,	and	brings	in	the	context	of	

the	whole	 of	 the	 Church’s	 tradition	 of	 social	 thought.	 Social	 encyclicals,	 each	

address	 the	 “new	 things”	of	 their	age,	but	 “they	all	 affirm	one	of	 the	 timeless	

principles	 of	 Catholic	 social	 teaching—the	 universal	 destination	 of	 goods.	

Essential	to	human	ecology,	this	is	the	idea	that	the	fruits	of	the	earth	belong	to	

																																																								
1231	Peter	Turkson,	“Is	Business	to	Care	for	our	Common	Home?”,	123.	
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all	 people,	 and	 that	 the	 right	 to	 private	 property	 is	 conditional	 on	 this	 need	

being	met.”1232		

Early	in	Laudato	si’	John	Paul	II’s	call	to	an	ecological	conversion	and	the	

concern	 for	 Human	 Ecology	 are	 brought	 together	 as	 part	 of	 the	 same	 social	

issue.1233	“Pope	Francis	asks	us	to	hear,	and	respond	to,	the	cry	of	the	earth	and	

the	cry	of	 the	poor.	Not	only	are	we	grievously	damaging	our	common	home,	

but—in	doing	 so—we	are	wounding	 the	poor	and	excluded	of	 the	world.”1234	

Every	man’s	 vocation	 to	 love,	 to	 solidarity	 and	 to	 sharing	our	 common	home	

are	 themes	which	 reinforce	 the	 affinity	 between	 Catholic	 social	 teaching	 and	

Human	Ecology.	“Human	Ecology	is	inseparable	from	the	notion	of	the	common	

good,	a	central	and	unifying	principle	of	social	ethics.	The	common	good	is	‘the	

sum	 of	 those	 conditions	 of	 social	 life	 which	 allow	 social	 groups	 and	 their	

individual	 members	 relatively	 thorough	 and	 ready	 access	 to	 their	 own	

fulfilment.’”1235		

Human	 Ecology	 involves	 all	 of	 the	 human	 environment	 and	 reality,	

including	nature,	housing	and	urban	development:	“Having	a	home	has	much	to	

do	with	a	sense	of	personal	dignity	and	the	growth	of	families.	This	is	a	major	

issue	 for	 Human	 Ecology…	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 creativity	 should	 be	 shown	 in	

integrating	rundown	neighborhoods	into	a	welcoming	city.”1236	Human	Ecology	

also	 includes	 man’s	 spiritual	 and	 moral	 nature	 and	 his	 own	 body.	 “Human	

Ecology	also	implies	another	profound	reality:	the	relationship	between	human	

																																																								
1232	Ibid.		

1233	Pope	Francis,	Laudato	si’,	§5.	

1234	Peter	Turkson,	“Is	Business	to	care	for	our	common	home?”,	122.	

1235	Pope	Francis,	Laudato	si’,	§156.	

1236	Ibid.,	§152.	
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life	 and	 the	moral	 law,	which	 is	 inscribed	 in	 our	 nature…	Pope	Benedict	 XVI	

spoke	of	an	‘ecology	of	man,’	based	on	the	fact	that	‘man	too	has	a	nature	that	

he	must	respect	and	that	he	cannot	manipulate	at	will.’”1237		

Accepting	 our	 bodies	 and	 their	 nature	 as	 a	 gift	 from	 God	 “is	 vital	 for	

welcoming	 and	 accepting	 the	 entire	world	 as	 a	 gift	 from	 the	 Father	 and	 our	

common	home,	whereas	thinking	that	we	enjoy	absolute	power	over	our	own	

bodies	 turns,	 often	 subtly,	 into	 thinking	 that	 we	 enjoy	 absolute	 power	 over	

creation.	 Learning	 to	 accept	 our	 body,	 to	 care	 for	 it	 and	 to	 respect	 its	 fullest	

meaning,	 is	an	essential	element	of	any	genuine	Human	Ecology.”1238	This	 is	a	

critical	 challenge	 now	 that	 gender	 ideology	 abets	 notions	 of	 multiple,	 even	

coexisting	genders,	of	fluid	gender	identities,	and	of	the	right	to	reconfigure	our	

bodies,	 to	 the	gender/sex	with	which	we	 feel	more	 identified	at	a	given	 time,	

regardless	of	the	genetic	and	physical	traits	with	which	we	were	born:	“Valuing	

one’s	own	body	in	its	femininity	or	masculinity	is	necessary	[so]	we	can	joyfully	

accept	the	specific	gifts	of	another	man	or	woman,	the	work	of	God	the	Creator,	

and	 find	mutual	enrichment.	 It	 is	not	a	healthy	attitude	which	would	seek	 ‘to	

cancel	out	sexual	difference	because	it	no	longer	knows	how	to	confront	it.’”1239	

Francis	reaffirms	previous	teaching	in	saying	that	nature	and	humanity	

are	 bound	 so	 that	 what	 harms	 one	 harms	 the	 other:	 “We	 cannot	 adequately	

combat	 environmental	 degradation	 unless	 we	 attend	 to	 causes	 related	 to	

human	and	social	degradation.	In	fact,	the	deterioration	of	the	environment	and	

																																																								
1237	Ibid.,	§155.		

1238	Ibid.	

1239	Ibid.		
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of	 society	 affects	 the	most	 vulnerable	 people	 on	 the	 planet.”1240	He	 questions	

those	who	 in	 ideological	zeal	would	care	 for	nature	while	overlooking	human	

suffering:	 “It	 is	 troubling	 that,	 when	 some	 ecological	 movements	 defend	 the	

integrity	of	the	environment,	rightly	demanding	that	certain	limits	be	imposed	

on	 scientific	 research,	 they	 sometimes	 fail	 to	 apply	 those	 same	 principles	 to	

human	 life.	 There	 is	 a	 tendency	 to	 justify	 transgressing	 all	 boundaries	when	

experimentation	is	carried	out	on	living	human	embryos.”1241		

More	 to	 the	 point:	 “It	 is	 clearly	 inconsistent	 to	 combat	 trafficking	 in	

endangered	 species	 while	 remaining	 completely	 indifferent	 to	 human	

trafficking,	 unconcerned	 about	 the	 poor,	 or	 undertaking	 to	 destroy	 another	

human	 being	 deemed	 unwanted.	 This	 compromises	 the	 very	meaning	 of	 our	

struggle	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 the	 environment.”1242	It	 is	 also	 a	 symptom	 of	 a	

disconnect	related	to	a	deep	internal	poverty	at	its	root.1243	“It	is	no	coincidence	

that,	in	the	canticle	in	which	Saint	Francis	praises	God	for	his	creatures,	he	goes	

on	 to	 say:	 “Praised	be	you	my	Lord,	 through	 those	who	give	pardon	 for	your	

love.”	Everything	 is	connected.	Concern	 for	 the	environment	 thus	needs	 to	be	

joined	 to	 a	 sincere	 love	 for	 our	 fellow	 human	 beings	 and	 an	 unwavering	

commitment	to	resolving	the	problems	of	society.”1244		

To	encourage	this	unity,	Francis	offers	Saint	Francis	as	example	“of	care	

for	 the	 vulnerable	 and	 of	 an	 integral	 ecology	 lived	 out	 joyfully	 and	

authentically…	patron	saint	of	all	who	study	and	work	in	the	area	of	ecology…	

																																																								
1240	Ibid.,	§48.	

1241	Ibid.,	§136.	

1242	Ibid.,	§91.	

1243	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	481-482.	

1244	Pope	Francis,	Laudato	si’,	§91.	
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particularly	 concerned	 for	 God’s	 creation	 and	 for	 the	 poor	 and	 outcast.	 He	

loved,	 and	 was	 deeply	 loved	 for	 his	 joy,	 his	 generous	 self-giving,	 his	

openheartedness.”1245	Saint	 Francis	 also	 did	 this	 with	 profound	 joy	 and	

peace.1246	This	 leads	 again	 to	 the	 need	 of	 an	 ecological	 conversion,	 a	 deep	

spiritual	change.	“Caring	for	our	common	home	requires,	as	Pope	Francis	says,	

not	 just	 an	 economic	 and	 technological	 revolution,	 but	 also	 a	 cultural	 and	

spiritual	 revolution—a	 profoundly	 different	 way	 of	 approaching	 the	

relationship	between	people	and	the	environment,	a	new	way	of	ordering	the	

global	economy.”1247		

Laudato	si’	is	a	prophetic,	wake-up	call	for	a	dramatic	change,	in	politics,	

the	economy,	the	concern	for	the	environment	and	the	solidarity	with	which	we	

treat	 each	 other,	 especially	 the	 poor.	 He	 says	 that	 the	 “urgent	 challenge	 to	

protect	our	common	home	includes	a	concern	to	bring	the	whole	human	family	

together	to	seek	a	sustainable	and	integral	development.”1248	“I	urgently	appeal,	

then,	for	a	new	dialogue	about	how	we	are	shaping	the	future	of	our	planet.	We	

need	 a	 conversation	 which	 includes	 everyone,	 since	 the	 environmental	

challenge	 we	 are	 undergoing,	 and	 its	 human	 roots,	 concern	 and	 affect	 us	

all.”1249	and,	 “a	 true	ecological	 approach	always	becomes	a	 social	 approach;	 it	

																																																								
1245	Ibid.,	§10.	

1246	Ibid.,	“He	was	a	mystic	and	a	pilgrim	who	lived	in	simplicity	and	in	wonderful	harmony	with	God,	with	others,	with	
nature	and	with	himself.	He	shows	us	just	how	inseparable	the	bond	is	between	concern	for	nature,	justice	for	the	poor,	
commitment	to	society,	and	interior	peace.”	

1247	Peter	Turkson,	“Is	Business	to	care	for	our	common	home?”,	126.	

1248	Pope	Francis,	Laudato	si’,	§13.	

1249	Ibid.,	§14.	
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must	integrate	questions	of	justice	in	debates	on	the	environment,	so	as	to	hear	

both	the	cry	of	the	earth	and	the	cry	of	the	poor.”1250	

While	 following	 the	 path	 laid	 out	 by	 John	 Paul	 II	 and	 Benedict,	

consistent	in	the	same	view	of	Human	Ecology,	Pope	Francis	does	contribute	a	

new	 voice	 and	 a	 new	 approach	 to	 reach	 out	 to	 all	 people	 who	 share	 our	

common	home,	to	build	together	a	Human	Ecology	that	cares	for	all.	

																																																								
1250	Ibid.,	§49.	
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Chapter	6	-	Conclusions		

	

1.	The	concept	of	Human	Ecology	

As	said	in	the	introduction,	the	concept	of	“Human	Ecology”	in	Pope	John	

Paul	 II’s	 1991	 Encyclical	 Centesimus	Annus	 contains	 significant	 insights.	 The	

connection	with	 ecology	 resonates	with	 abundant	 concerns,	 expectations	 and	

commitments	 in	 the	 current	 global	 culture.	 Ecology	 has	 the	 appeal	 and	

widespread	support	of	a	moral	cause	but	also	evokes	that	longing	for	harmony	

and	communion	with	nature,	which,	in	a	sense,	we	all	desire.	And,	despite	what	

critics	of	human	action	say,	the	word	‘human’	has	a	humanitarian,	humane	feel	

to	 it,	 with	 connotations	 of	 good,	 virtuous,	 compassionate,	 and	 ethically	

appropriate	 behavior.	 The	 positive	 moral	 implications	 of	 Human	 Ecology	

derive	 from	what	 is	 naturally	 consistent	with	 and	 proper	 for	 healthy	 human	

beings.	Human	Ecology	is	a	powerful	concept	which	stimulates	the	imagination	

and	 awakens	 a	 positive	 emotional	 response.	 It	 also	 wraps	 up	 a	 century	 of	

thought	and	research	on	Human	Ecology	and	millennia	of	reasoned	argument	

and	reflection	of	the	Christian	tradition	in	social	issues.		

John	 Paul	 II	 wanted	 to	 draw	 attention	 to	 the	 urgent	 issues	 damaging	

natural	 ecology,	 but	 saw	 clearly	 that	 it	 was	 much	 more	 than	 a	 technical	 or	

political	 challenge	 concerning	 the	 natural	 environment.	 It	 was	 a	 moral	 one,	

rooted	 in	 a	 distorted	 anthropology	 and	 wreaking	 even	 more	 appalling	

devastation	in	human	and	social	life.	It	was	clear	to	him	that	both	the	ecology	of	

nature	 and	 ecology	 borne	 of	 human	 action,	 society	 and	 culture,	 were	

interdependent	 to	a	degree	 that	made	 it	 impossible	and	counterproductive	 to	



	 350	

separate.	Not	only	was	nature	the	abode	and	resource	for	human	life,	but	caring	

for	 it	 was	 also	 part	 of	 man’s	 mission.	 Benedict	 XVI	 reaffirmed	 the	 unity	 of	

human	 and	 natural	 ecology,	 connecting	 this	 unity	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 integral	

human	development.	“The	book	of	nature	is	one	and	indivisible:	it	takes	in	not	

only	 the	 environment	 but	 also	 life,	 sexuality,	 marriage,	 the	 family,	 social	

relations:	 in	 a	 word,	 integral	 human	 development.”1251	Thus,	 Human	 Ecology	

complements	natural	ecology	and	broadens	it	in	three	distinct	aspects.	First,	it	

includes	human	persons	as	a	key	part	of	 the	ecological	community.	Second,	 it	

includes	 not	 only	 the	 material	 and	 physical	 dimension,	 but	 also	 the	 meta-

physical	and	spiritual,	as	part	of	the	whole	human	reality.	Third,	it	includes	the	

dimension	of	 time,	 and	 consequently,	 future	generations.	 It	 also	 fills	 the	gaps	

and	 corrects	 the	 distortions	 prevalent	 in	 the	 policy	 sciences	 due	 to	 their	

mutilated	 view	 of	 the	 human	 persona	 and	 society,	 providing	 the	 moral	 and	

spiritual	 dimension,	 and	 ordering	 the	 goods	 the	 human	 person	 needs	 to	

flourish.	

Catholic	Human	Ecology	 shows	how	 to	 integrate	 the	 environment	 and	

conditions	which	foster	the	healthy	development	and	flourishing	of	the	human	

person,	solving	the	apparent	contradictions	with	a	comprehensive	view	of	the	

human	 person,	 society	 and	 the	 natural	 environment.	 Its	 interdisciplinary	

approach	also	has	 the	capacity	 to	 integrate	harmoniously	many	concerns	and	

initiatives	 relevant	 to	 the	 human	 person,	 which,	 have	 less	 opportunity	 to	 be	

taken	into	account	when	isolated.			

	

																																																								
1251	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§51.	
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2.	Human	Nature	

Providing	 the	 most	 beneficial	 environment	 for	 the	 human	 person,	

requires	a	clear	notion	of	who	the	human	person	is	and	how	he	flourishes.	We	

must	know	what	nurtures	and	what	poisons	him,	so	we	can	do	no	harm,	and	

rather,	 contribute	 in	 a	 positive	 way.	 As	 humans	 live	 in	 relation,	 sharing	

common	spaces	and	realities,	Human	Ecology	must	consider	what	is	the	“good	

life”	for	human	beings	and	what	is	a	“good”	model	of	social	organization	which	

can	provide	the	conditions	for	such	“good	life.”	We	are	inevitably	dealing	with	

the	truth	about	the	human	persons	and	how	they	relate	to	each	other.	We	are	

talking	necessarily	about	anthropology	and	ethics,	and	the	common	good	which	

we	need	to	achieve	working	together,	so	that	all	will	benefit	from	it.		

Thus,	 knowing	 who	 the	 human	 is,	 the	 truth	 about	 his	 nature	 and	

purpose,	 is	crucial.	Getting	it	wrong	has	disastrous	consequences.	 John	Paul	II	

clearly	warns	that:		

one	of	the	most	obvious	weaknesses	of	present-day	civilization	lies	in	an	
inadequate	 view	 of	 man…	 [this	 is]	 the	 age	 of	 man's	 abasement	 to	
previously	unsuspected	levels,	the	age	of	human	values	trampled	on	as	
never	before…	[due	to]	the	drama	of	man	being	deprived	of	an	essential	
dimension	of	his	being,	namely,	his	search	for	the	infinite,	and	thus	faced	
with	having	his	being	reduced	in	the	worst	way.1252		

As	 seen	 in	 chapter	 one,	 policy	 sciences	 and	 the	 anthropology	 behind	

Sustainable	 Development	 (SD)	 ignores	 or	 neglects	 the	 spiritual	 dimension	 of	

the	human	person,	which	 is	chapter	 two	 is	made	evident	 in	 the	distortions	of	

financialization,	 consumerism,	 a	 materialistic	 approach	 to	 human	 flourishing	

and	the	disregard	 to	 important	social	 realities,	egregiously,	 that	of	 the	 family.	

Chapters	 three	 and	 five	 address	 the	 underlying	 anthropological	 flaws	

																																																								
1252	Pope	John	Paul	II,	“Inaugural	Speech	at	Puebla,”	§I.9.	
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proposing	 a	wholesome	 and	holistic	 approach	 to	 the	 human	person.	 The	 key	

distortion	is	the	denial	of	man’s	metaphysical	and	spiritual	nature.	According	to	

Benedict	 XVI,	 the	 spiritual	 dimension	 born	 of	 God’s	 particular	 love	 to	 each	

human	 person	 grants	 a	 dignity	 to	 each	 person:1253	“Man	 is	 God's	 image	 and	

cannot	 be	 reduced	 to	 a	mere	portion	 of	 nature	 or	 a	 nameless	 element	 in	 the	

human	 city.”1254	To	 build	 a	 harmonious	 society,	 this	 controversy	 has	 to	 be	

addressed.	Human	ecology	is	a	common	space	which	therefore	has	to	be	built	

through	common	agreement,	which	is	why	dialogue	is	a	required	condition	for	

Human	Ecology.			

	

3.	Dialogue	as	key	to	Human	Ecology	

Benedict	XVI	saw	clearly	that,	 in	a	global	and	interdependent	society,	a	

Human	 Ecology	 which	 seeks	 to	 provide	 for	 the	 common	 good,	 for	 the	 best	

environment	 for	 the	 flourishing	of	all	human	persons,	has	 to	be	developed	 in	

common	agreement.	Chapters	one,	two	and	three	show	the	social	engineering	

mindset	prevalent	behind	SD	along	with	its	conviction	of	it	being	the	scientific	

and	reasonable,	and	thus,	the	only	valid	approach	that	everyone	should	accept	

This	position	 is	 certainly	not	 open	 to	or	 conducive	 to	dialogue.	 Catholics	 and	

other	faith	traditions,	as	well	as	non-believers	of	many	persuasions,	must	enter	

into	dialogue	and	reasoned	 inquiry,	coming	to	common	notions	of	 justice	and	

what	 is	 right,	which	must	be	guided	by	 truth	and	 the	good.	Benedict’s	appeal	

was	that	“a	public	debate	is	necessary.	Indeed,	an	essential	goal	of	this	address	

																																																								
1253	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Speech	at	the	Bundestag,”	“a	Creator	God	is	what	gave	rise	to	the	idea	of	human	rights,	the	idea	
of	the	equality	of	all	people	before	the	law,	the	recognition	of	the	inviolability	of	human	dignity	in	every	single	person.”	

1254	Pope	John	Paul	II,	“Inaugural	Speech	at	Puebla,”	§I.9.	
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is	 to	 issue	 an	 urgent	 invitation	 to	 launch	 one.”1255	The	 first	 steps	 in	 this	

dialogue	 are	 setting	out	 ground	 rules	 and	 setting	 aside	what	would	 render	 it	

invalid.	

a)		Regarding	the	scope	

In	 the	current	culture,	 there	 is	a	valuable	and	healthy	 trend	 towards	a	

holistic	 approach,	which	 is	 very	 compatible	with	Human	Ecology.	Regretfully,	

as	seen	in	chapters	one,	two	and	three,	there	are	also	some	positions	which	rely	

on	what	 is	empirical	and	practical,	denying	what	 is	perceived	as	spiritual	and	

impractical	 a	 right	 to	 participate.	 Positivism,	 scientism,	 Rawls	 secular	

liberalism,	 Maslow’s	 notion	 of	 man,	 pragmatism	 and	 the	 policy	 sciences,	 all	

emphatically	 reject	 and	 disqualify,	 in	 different	 degrees,	 metaphysical,	

theological,	moral	 and	 spiritual	 contributions	 to	 the	 dialogue.	 They	 deny	 the	

existence	of	anything	beyond	the	tools	of	their	discipline.	

Empirical	science	can	provide	insight	into	the	empirical.	It	is	inadequate,	

however,	to	shed	light	on	the	metaphysical	and	the	supernatural.	This	is	where	

philosophy	 and	 theology,	 through	 both	 faith	 and	 reason,	 are	 needed.	 The	

rejection	by	empiricist/secularist	positions	of	notions	concerning	truth	and	the	

good	 brings	 up	 two	 issues,	 one	 epistemological	 and	 another	 anthropological.	

First,	if	we	are	to	reach	any	relevant	conclusion	regarding	what	is	good	for	the	

human	person	or	society,	a	working	concept	of	 truth	 is	needed.	Second,	 truth	

and	 the	 good	 are	 not	 only	 practical	 concepts	 needed	 to	 process	 decisions	 in	

daily	 life,	but	even	more,	 the	 fulfillment	of	 the	human	person	depends	on	his	

capacity	to	attain	truth	and	the	good.	

																																																								
1255	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“Speech	at	the	Bundestag.”		
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Hopefully,	 the	tendency	toward	an	open	and	holistic	dialogue	will	help	

include	 scholars	 and	 researchers	 from	diverse	disciplines,	 governments,	 faith	

traditions,	and	 the	different	groups	and	communities	 in	society.	Likewise,	 the	

limitations	 of	 policy	 sciences	 and	 the	 scientistic	 view,	 and	 their	 regretful	

consequences	explored	in	the	first	 three	chapters	argue	that,	 the	debate	must	

be	 open	 to	 contributions	 from	 research,	 policy	 and	 practice,	 as	 well	 as	

philosophy,	faith	and	the	empirical	and	non-empirical	disciplines.		

b)		Regarding	the	method	

According	to	Benedict	XVI,	“human	knowledge…	is	imperfect,	because	it	

is	 subject	 to	 finiteness,	 to	 human	 limitations.	 Nevertheless,	 it	 grows	 and	 is	

perfected,	 thanks	 to	 the	experience	and	elaboration	of	 correct	 and	 consistent	

reasoning,	able	to	make	connections	between	concepts	and	the	reality,	through	

discussion,	exchanges	and	knowledge	that	 is	enriched	 from	one	generation	to	

the	next.”1256	In	seeking	what	is	just	and	right	for	the	common	good,	reasoned	

argument	 draws	 from	 experience,	 science	 and	 reflection	 to	 understand	 the	

nature	of	the	created	world,	the	human	person	and	society,	to	understand	the	

“natural	 law	 that	 must	 inspire	 human	 laws	 and	 political	 and	 religious	

authorities,	so	that	they	may	promote	the	common	good.”1257	The	tendency	in	

many	 universities	 to	 exclude	 positions	 that	 differ	 from	 or	 are	 critical	 of	 the	

mainstream	convictions,	 is	not	helpful.	The	process	as	 it	applies	 to	any	of	 the	

particular	 issues	 arising	 in	 Human	 Ecology	 will	 often	 require,	 due	 to	 its	

complexity,	an	multidisciplinary,	or	even,	transdisciplinary	approach.			

																																																								
1256	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	“John	of	Salisbury.”	

1257	Ibid.	
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4.	Clarifying	some	issues	

	a)	Man,	nature	and	faith	

Throughout	 history,1258	nature	 has	 shaped	 the	 life	 of	 humanity,	 and	

humans	have	impacted	nature	in	many	ways	as	well.	Currently,	due	to	a	large	

population	over	all	 the	earth	and	to	technology	which	amplifies	 the	 impact	of	

human	action,	 the	 interdependence	of	man	and	nature	 is	greater	 than	ever.	 If	

we	 ignored	 any	 higher	 purpose	 and	 limited	 our	 view	 to	 evolution,	we	might	

consider	 man	 the	 successful	 predator	 who	 dominates	 the	 environment.	

Considering	man’s	transcendent	nature	open	to	purpose	and	moral	conscience,	

Catholic	Human	Ecology	lays	out	a	responsible	role	for	mankind	in	regards	to	

the	 whole	 of	 the	 environment	 and	 the	 duty	 to	 care	 for	 it.	 The	 natural	 and	

human	environment	are	integrated,	and	such	a	healthy	Human	Ecology	guides	

human	persons	to	care	for	both	in	a	comprehensive	way.	

As	seen	in	chapters	one,	three	and	five,	Christian	faith	recognizes	nature	

as	God’s	gift	as	well	as	man’s	duty	to	use	nature	and	care	 for	 it	with	awe	and	

respect.	 Also	 seen	 in	 chapters	 one	 and	 three,	 secular	 ideologies	 from	 the	

Enlightment	 such	 as	 positivism	 and	 scientism,	 have	 generated	 the	 most	

damaging	consequences	to	the	environment	As	argued	on	chapter	two,	with	its	

drive	for	economic	growth,	overconsumption,	and	profits,	secular	Capitalism,	is	

today	 the	greatest	cause	of	 fuel	emissions	and	waste.	 In	Russia	and	countries	

behind	the	Iron	Curtain,	Communism	caused	untold	pollution	of	every	kind.	In	

																																																								
1258	Jared	Diamond,	Guns,	Germs,	and	Steel.	Diamond’s	argument	shows	the	significant	and	lasting	influence	of	the	
natural	environment	on	people’s	culture	and	history.	
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current	China,	Communism	combined	with	Capitalism,	is	doing	it	again.	On	the	

contrary,	Christian	faith	is	the	best	source	of	the	energy	and	motivation	needed	

to	confront	the	environmental	challenges.	

b)	Bias	of	the	policy	sciences	and	secular	liberalism	

The	 basic	 approach	 for	 policy	 sciences	 is	 pragmatism	 with	 its	

epistemological	relativism,	which	claims	to	be	free	of	metaphysical	and	moral	

considerations.	Although	it	presents	itself	as	neutral,	it	does	not	restrict	itself	to	

a	 useful	 tool.	 Rather,	 it	 dismisses	 metaphysics	 and	 theology,	 and	 sees	 itself	

“incompatible	 with	 religions	 or	 philosophies	 that	 embrace	 a	 metaphysical	

realism.”1259	Thus,	 it	 ignores	 anything	 which	 does	 not	 fit	 its	 method.	 As	 this	

core	of	policy	sciences	is	the	foundation	for	UN	policies,	 including	Sustainable	

Development,	 this	 distortion	 comes	 up	 also	 there,	 for	 example,	 when	 Sachs	

defines	 SD	 as	 a	 “normative	 or	 ethical	 view	 of	 the	world,	 a	way	 to	 define	 the	

objectives	 of	 a	 well-functioning	 society,	 one	 that	 delivers	 wellbeing	 for	 its	

citizens	 today	 and	 for	 future	 generations…	 [and	 which]	 urges	 us	 to	 have	 a	

holistic	 vision	 of	 what	 a	 good	 society	 should	 be.”1260	This	 view	 intends	 to	

become	the	overarching	view	which	defines	 the	wellbeing	of	man	and	what	a	

good	 society	 is,	 dismissing	 the	 moral	 and	 spiritual,	 while	 promoting	

reproductive	 rights	 and	 gender	 ideology.	 Claiming	 to	 be	 neutral	 and	 at	 the	

same	 time	 forcing	 ideological	 commitments	presents	a	 contradiction	which	 is	

not	helpful	to	the	dialogue.	

																																																								
1259	Simmonds,	Truth	and	Climate	Change,	43.	

1260	Sachs,	The	Age	of	Sustainable	Development,	11.	
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Something	similar	can	be	said	of	secular	liberalism	as	argued	in	chapter	

three.	It	pretends	to	be	neutral	but	denies	faith	traditions	and	metaphysics,	any	

participation	 in	 the	 public	 debates	 which	 shape	 our	 destiny	 as	 societies.	 It	

dismisses	 moral	 or	 spiritual	 considerations,	 and	 favors	 unacknowledged	

secular	values,	 such	 that	 any	expression	of	 sexual	 initiative	merits	protection	

while	expressions	of	faith	are	considered	threats	to	be	avoided.	Its	underlying	

premise	is	the	affirmation	of	each	one’s	unexamined	claims	or	desires	as	rights.	

Thus,	 it’s	 based	on	 self-interest	 to	 be	negotiated	with	 competing	 claims	 from	

other	 individuals,	 configuring	 a	 conflictive	 approach.	 Human	 Ecology,	 on	 the	

other	hand,	aims	at	 the	common	space	which	 is	best	 for	human	 flourishing,	a	

common	 space	 which	 we	 all	 have	 a	 common	 interest	 in	 achieving	 since	 it	

benefits	us	all.	While	allowing	for	self-interest,	Human	Ecology	subordinates	it	

to	 the	 common	 good	 which	 includes	 other	 values.	 Thus,	 Sustainable	

Development	 needs	 to	 be	 decoupled	 from	 the	 pragmatism	 prevalent	 in	 the	

policy	 sciences,	 and	 incorporate	more	 open	 and	 enriching	 views	 such	 as,	 the	

1995	 Copenhagen	 Declaration	 on	 Social	 Development,1261	and	 the	 Catholic	

tradition	in	social	issues.	This	would	yield	a	Human	Ecology	that	offers	a	much	

more	positive	approach	and	a	more	objective	and	holistic	view.	

c)	Learning	from	Human	Ecology’s	history	

The	 continued	 interest	 in	 Human	 Ecology,	 by	 a	 number	 of	 different	

disciplines,	 attests	 to	 its	 universal	 appeal,	 and	 to	 the	 challenge	 of	 defining	 it.	

From	the	beginning,	Human	Ecology	was	seen	as	having	a	unifying	force	for	the	

disciplines	 dealing	 with	 human	 issues.	 Through	 different	 approaches,	 it	 has	

																																																								
1261	UN,	“Copenhagen	Declaration	on	Social	Development.”	
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encompassed	 factors	 of	 population,	 habitat	 and	 its	 resources,	 relations	 of	

cooperation,	 competition,	 and	 conflict,	 stages	 of	 dominance	 and	 succession,	

technology	 and	 culture,	 economy	 and	 politics,	 social	 capital	 and	 resilience.	

Human	 Ecology	 is	 not	 one	 problem	 but	 a	 complex	 reality	 to	 be	 oriented	

towards	the	common	good	and	as	such	involves	situations	to	be	improved,	and	

interrelated	problems	to	be	solved.	This	broad	experience	from	many	scientific	

disciplines	 	 provides	 a	 solid	 support	 for	 a	 comprehensive	 “transdisciplinary”	

approach,	even	reducing	the	focus	on	academic	disciplines	to	combine	research,	

policy,	and	practice,	and	drawing	 the	expertise	of	people	 from	many	walks	of	

life,	 cooperating	with	 each	 other	 to	 achieve	 results	 pursuant	 to	 the	 common	

good.		

	

5.	Applying	Human	Ecology	to	Sustainable	Development	

We	 have	 reviewed	 how	 reductive	 positions,	 in	 their	 exclusion	 of	

metaphysics,	the	moral,	and	the	spiritual,	end	up	obscuring	the	reality	of	nature,	

the	human	person,	and	society.	Pragmatism	and	policy	sciences	not	only	ignore	

the	most	important	dimensions	and	purposes	needed	for	human	development	

and	 fulfillment,	 but	 in	 their	 denial	 of	 values,	 end	 up	 imposing	 their	 own.	

Maslow’s	anthropology	would	reduce	spiritual	needs	to	a	luxury	restricted	to	a	

privileged	 few,	while	 dismissing	 the	 value	 of	 faith	 traditions.	 Rawls’s	 secular	

liberalism	reduces	justice	to	fairness	ignoring	the	truth	and	the	good,	devaluing	

moral	ties	to	family,	faith	and	community,	and	excluding	any	values	other	than	

those	of	the	current	democratic	liberal	society.	These	distortions	injure	human	
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life	 in	 many	 aspects,	 among	 them,	 issues	 highly	 relevant	 to	 Sustainable	

Development.	

a)		Economic	Development	

The	economy	is	not	geared	to	the	common	good	or	to	the	flourishing	of	

the	 human	 person.	 Economics	 has	 developed	 its	 own	 logic	 and,	 instead	 of	

serving	human	society,	it	establishes	the	market	with	its	laws	and	the	paradigm	

of	unceasing	growth,	and	its	requirements	of	globalization	and	trade,	steering	

people	and	society	to	serve	them.	The	“iron	law”	of	climate	change	as	stated	by	

Pielke,	where	growth	will	overcome	any	other	 consideration,	 repeats	 itself	 in	

analogous	 situations.	 Growth	 and	 the	 market	 are	 unquestionable,	 and	 the	

“trickle	down”	concept	and	the	Kuznets	curve,	strive	inadequately	to	argue	that	

growth	is	good	for	the	poor	and	for	the	environment,	obscuring	evidence	that	

shows	otherwise.	Growth	seems	no	longer	a	technically	supported	policy,	but	a	

creed.	Economy	focuses	on	growth,	instead	of	the	tangible	needs	of	people.	This	

consumes	 resources,	 energy,	 human	efforts,	money	 and	 credit,	 and	 generates	

polluting	emissions	and	waste,	all	in	excess.		

The	 disordered	 growth	 of	 the	 financial	 sector,	 no	 longer	 focused	 on	

financial	 services	 to	 the	 economy,	 but	 rather	 on	 speculation	 and	 financial	

products	 serving	 no	 other	 purpose	 than	 generating	 profits,	 creates	 risks	 and	

huge	catastrophes	for	the	world	economy	injuring	the	livelihoods	of	hundreds	

of	 millions	 of	 people.	 Presenting	 the	 economy	 as	 technical,	 thus	 value-free,	

while	 manipulating	 enormous	 amounts	 of	 money	 in	 sophisticated	 ways,	 has	

given	the	financial	sector	the	power	to	influence	laws	and	policies	to	their	own	

benefit,	deepening	economic	inequalities.	
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Human	 Ecology	 must	 help	 refocus	 the	 purpose	 of	 economy	 on	 the	

efficient	allocation	of	resources	to	serve	the	needs	and	well-being	of	people	and	

society,	 always	 subordinated	 to	 the	 common	good	 and	 the	higher	purpose	of	

human	existence.	The	growth	paradigm	and	consumerism	have	to	be	seriously	

questioned	 regarding	 their	 sustainability,	 and	 market	 dynamics	 have	 to	 be	

discerned	 and	 controlled	 by	 society	 and	 the	 State	 so	 as	 to	 ensure	 that	 they	

serve	the	common	good.	As	part	of	this,	the	economy	should	seek	to	foster	an	

integral	 development	 that	 addresses	 extreme	poverty	 and	 inequalities.	 These	

issues	have	been	identified	within	the	wider	culture,	but	there	are	strong	forces	

opposing	change.	There	is	a	need	of	education	and	cultural	work	to	help	people	

in	 business,	 the	media,	 and	 consumers	 realize	 that	 their	 economic	 decisions	

and	 choices	 are	moral	 actions	 and	 that	 they	bear	 responsibility	 for	how	 they	

shape	 their	own	 lives	and	a	 society	which	 fosters	participation	and	solidarity	

for	all.		

		b)		Social	Development	

Social	 development	 is	 presented	 in	 UN	 documents	 as	 integral,	 but	 in	

practice,	 for	example,	 in	the	MDGs/SDGs,	 is	reduced	to	the	most	practical	and	

material	as	with	 the	exception	of	 the	 ideological	commitment	 to	reproductive	

rights	 and	 gender	 ideology.	 Ethics,	moral	 values,	 human	dignity,	 the	 spiritual	

dimension,	 and	 the	 rights	 to	 religious	 freedom	 are	 ignored	 or	 denied	 when	

conflicting	with	more	practical	goals.	This	is	consistent	with	Maslow’s	approach	

in	 which	 more	 basic,	 survival,	 needs	 such	 as	 food,	 health,	 and	 lodging,	 are	

pursued,	while	other	concerns	are	relegated	as	unimportant.		
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There	 are	dangers	 in	 reducing	Social	Development	 to	 the	MDGs/SDGs,	

such	as	 focusing	on	 the	goals	or	outcomes	while	overlooking	other	 important	

concerns,	 adopting	 a	 social	 engineering	 approach	 in	 which	 development	 is	

technically	planned	disregarding	human	initiative,	neglecting	the	conditions	for	

achieving	 outcomes	 in	 a	 sustainable	 way,	 and	 disregarding	 more	 integral	

approaches	which	consider	the	many	elements	 involved	and	encourage	wider	

participation	 of	 people	 in	 the	 community,	 strengthen	 the	 social	 fabric,	 build	

resilience,	 and	 allow	 people	 to	 own	 and	 steer	 their	 development	 in	 a	

responsible	and	sustainable	manner.	

The	1995	Copenhagen	Summit	presented	an	integral	approach	to	Social	

Development	 incorporating	 spiritual,	 religious,	 and	 ethical	 values,	 human	

dignity	 and	 human	 rights,	 social	 justice	 and	 solidarity,	 acknowledging	 the	

family	 as	 the	 basic	 unit	 for	 society	 and	 social	 development,	 equality,	 respect,	

peace,	 democracy,	 mutual	 responsibility	 and	 cooperation,	 and	 according	 full	

respect	for	the	various	religious	and	ethical	values	and	cultural	backgrounds	of	

people	 and	 communities.1262	However,	 in	 current	 Sustainable	 Development	

documents,	 the	 importance	 of	 families	 and	 faith	 communities,	 ethical	 and	

spiritual	 values,	 social	 justice,	 solidarity,	 and	 most	 of	 the	 values	 that	 imply	

moral	 virtue	 are	 totally	 absent.	 The	 way	 the	 Copenhagen	 summit	 has	 been	

ignored	is	something	that	merits	research.	The	scope	of	concerns	and	issues	it	

raises	must	be	taken	into	account	for	a	truly	integral	Social	Development	which	

respects	and	cares	for	the	people	involved.	

																																																								
1262	UN,	“Copenhagen	Declaration	on	Social	Development,”	§§2,	3,	8,	9,	25,	26,	29.	
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Regarding	 poverty	 and	 inequality,	 there	 is	 little	 initiative	 besides	

arguing	 that	 growth	 will	 in	 some	 way	 help	 with	 poverty.	 Although,	 the	

academic	 consensus	 is	 more	 concerned	 about	 imbalances	 generated	 from	

population	 control	 and	 decline,	 UN	 policies	 seem	 to	 have	 an	 ideological	

commitment	 to	 population	 control	 and	 reproductive	 rights	 understood	 as	

abortion,	 sterilization	 and	 birth	 control.	 The	 damaging	 impact	 of	 the	

consumerist	 lifestyle	 is	 not	 really	 addressed,	 and	 the	 relevant	 factors	 for	

happiness,	 satisfaction,	 or	 general	 well-being	 are	 not	 considered.	 Healthy	

lifestyles	must	be	proposed	and	supported.	

Social	 Development	 must	 be	 centered	 in	 human	 persons,	 with	 their	

families	and	communities,	and	with	their	culture,	faith	and	values.	The	first	step	

in	acknowledging	human	dignity	 is	to	recognize	the	role	of	human	persons	as	

the	most	 important	 actors	 in	 the	 process	 of	 development	 and	 their	 free	 and	

responsible	participation	as	key	to	the	success	of	the	effort.	Ethics	needs	faith	

traditions	 and	 reasoned	 inquiry	 to	 be	 rooted,	 and	 so,	 religious	 freedom,	 the	

realm	of	human	conscience	and	spiritual	life,	has	to	be	protected	and	fostered.	

		c)	Environmental	Protection	

The	environment	is	considered	in	the	SDGs,	but	these	do	not	provide	a	

comprehensive,	 integrated	 approach.	 In	 many	 ways,	 the	 SDGs	 express	

underlying	 political	 agendas.	 Even	 though	 economic	 growth	 and	 consumerist	

lifestyles	 have	 been	 shown	 to	 be	 the	 most	 impactful	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 CO2	

emissions	polluting	 the	 atmosphere,	 there	 is	 no	 serious	 effort	 to	do	 anything	

about	 them.	 Growth	 even	 pushes	 consumerist	 lifestyles	 on	 developing	

countries	likely	increasing	the	volume	of	future	emissions.		
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Changing	 lifestyles	and	overcoming	 the	 iron	 commitment	 to	growth	 in	

the	 economy	 are	 huge	 challenges.	 Assuming	 responsibility	 and	 helping	 in	

whatever	ways	necessary	to	share	access	to	food,	energy,	and	health	resources	

with	the	billions	who	lack	them,	requires	generosity,	sacrifice,	and	commitment.	

There	 is	 also	 the	 need	 to	 assist	 the	 poor	with	 the	 adaptation	 and	 protection	

regarding	 the	 damaging	 effects	 of	 climate	 to	 their	 frail	 situations.	 All	 these	

actions	and	changes	will	not	happen	simply	by	tweaking	policies	and	budgets.	

They	 imply	 giving	 up	 profits,	 advantages,	 comforts,	 and	 therefore,	 require	 a	

conversion,	 a	 change	 of	 mind	 and	 heart,	 to	 act	 with	 solidarity	 towards	 the	

common	good	and	 those	 less	 fortunate.	Of	 course,	as	Amadei	notes,	 “many	of	

those	with	the	power	to	effect	the	necessary	changes	have	the	least	motivation	

to	alter	the	status	quo	that	gave	them	the	power.”1263	This	includes	not	only	the	

private	 sector	 but	 also	 politicians,	 aid	 agencies,	 NGOs	 and	 civil	 society	

organizations.	That	is	why	this	requires	a	conversion,	motivated	by	faith,	going	

beyond	self-interest.	

Faith	can	also	help	people	see	the	environment	as	God’s	gift	to	man,	to	

be	 admired,	 used,	 and	 cared	 for,	 with	 reverence	 and	 awe.	 Caring	 for	 nature	

then	becomes	part	 of	 our	mission	 and	our	 concerns,	 part	 of	 our	duty	 to	 give	

God	 glory.	 This	 is	 not	 merely	 a	 demanding	 duty,	 but	 as	 we	 rejoice	 in	 the	

wonders	 of	 creation,	 we	 find	 joy	 in	 caring	 for	 it	 and	 cooperating	 so	 that	 its	

greatest	glory	be	manifest.	Thus,	nature	becomes	also	a	source	of	energy	and	

motivation.	

	

																																																								
1263	Amadei,	Engineering	for	Sustainable	Human	Development,	3.	
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6.	Possible	themes	for	further	development		

Having	defined	and	explored	Human	Ecology	 in	chapters	one	and	four,	

and	 its	 links	with	 SD	 in	 chapters	 two	 and	 three,	 this	 thesis	 set	 the	 scene	 for	

examining	 contributions	 made	 by	 popes	 John	 Paul	 II	 and	 Benedict	 XVI	 in	

chapter	 five.	 Overall	 this	 thesis	 has	 thus	 demonstrated	 that	 the	 role	 of	

humanity	 open	 to	 transcendence	 plays	 a	 key	 part	 in	 viable	 sustainability.	

Moreover,	 as	 sustainability’s	purpose	 should	be	geared	 to	 the	human	person,	

this	 accurate	 view	of	humanity	 is	needed	 to	 ensure	 its	 success.	 	 This	 chapter	

now	 reflects,	 from	 the	 Catholic	 contributions,	 some	 aspects	 relevant	 to	 an	

approach	that	includes	the	spiritual	dimension	that	can	then	support	a	healthy	

Sustainable	Development	(SD).		

A	public	 space	must	be	developed,	 including	 venues,	 vocabulary,	 and	

concepts,	 where	 the	 concerns	 of	 people	 of	 all	 faith	 traditions	 and	 non-faith	

persuasions	 can	 contribute	 in	 dialogue	 regarding	 the	 decisions	 of	 society	

towards	the	common	good.	To	support	this,	methods	and	initiatives	should	be	

developed	 for	 multidisciplinary	 and	 transdisciplinary	 work	 on	 the	

aforementioned	challenges.	

This	 dialogue	 also	 involves	 proposing	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 human	

that	recognizes	the	value	of	the	spiritual	and	moral	dimension,	and	one	which	

the	 public	 space	 should	 respect	 and	 support.	 Likewise	 an	 understanding	 of	

human	 freedom	and	human	rights	 in	 the	context	of	social	 interaction	and	 the	

common	 good	 should	 also	 be	 proposed	 and	 afforded	 the	 same	 respect	 and	

support.	
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An	understanding	of	politics	and	economics	as	serving	the	common	

good	 must	 be	 renewed.	 This	 requires	 tasking	 politics	 with	 transparency,	

accountability,	 and	 integrity.	 It	 requires	 an	 economy	 not	 predicated	 on	 self-

interest	and	continuous	growth,	but	on	efficient	satisfaction	of	people’s	needs	

and	 strengthening	 a	 foundation	 for	 the	 common	 good.	 It	 necessitates	

reformulating	progress	and	Sustainable	Development	to	serve	human	persons	

in	 an	 integral	way	which	 respects	 their	 transcendent	 dimension.	 The	 Church	

can	provide	the	more	substantial	theoretical	and	ethical	support	for	economic	

positions,	 such	 as	 those	 already	 critical	 of	 financialization,	 overconsumptive	

lifestyles,	 and	 the	 growth	 paradigm,	 as	 well	 as	 for	 integration	 and	

interdisciplinarity	in	development,	and	strategies	prioritizing	energy	for	all	and	

climate	change	adaptation	to	protect	the	poor.	

Recognized	 in	many	 studies	 as	 key	 to	 the	wellbeing	 and	 flourishing	of	

human	persons,	the	family	is	an	essential	space	of	Human	Ecology,	and	needs	

to	 be	 acknowledged	 and	 supported.	 Likewise,	 the	 concepts	 of	 gratuitousness	

and	of	gift,	advanced	by	Benedict	XVI,	and	their	implied	disposition	of	generous	

self-giving,	 have	 to	 regain	 space	 in	 social	 interaction,	 including	 the	 economic	

and	political.	It	will	also	help	to	identify	which	aspects	of	secular	liberalism,	the	

policy	 sciences,	 and	 other	 prevalent	 concepts,	 currently	 undermine	 Human	

Ecology	and	the	corrections	that	are	warranted.	

A	 sound	 Human	 Ecology	 can	 contribute	 by	 providing	 a	 persuasive	

rationale	 in	 the	context	of	 the	common	good,	and	 the	moral	and	spiritual	

motivation	for	change.	 Churches	 and	 faith	 traditions	must	 rise	up	 to	 inspire	

with	the	best	of	virtue	and	the	human	vocation,	to	infuse	human	pursuits	with	
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their	true	meaning	and	purpose.	It	is	the	task	of	the	Church	and	faith	traditions	

to	propose	a	personal	path	of	conversion	towards	a	life	of	virtue	and	solidarity	

and	service	to	the	common	good.	

	

7.	Themes	to	deepen	spiritual	reflection	on	Human	Ecology	

		a)	Ecology,	Human	Ecology	and	holiness	

The	 ecology	 of	 nature	 and	 Human	 Ecology	 are	 deeply	 intertwined.	

Injustice	 and	 abuse	 in	 one	 affects	 the	other.1264	Furthermore,	 the	 response	of	

mankind	very	closely	decides	 the	 fate	of	 the	creation	we	so	much	 love.	Along	

with	 care	 for	 the	 natural	 environment,	 we	 also	 have	 to	 care	 for	 a	 “Human	

Ecology”	 that	provides	 the	 space	 for	 the	dignity	and	 fulfillment	of	 the	human	

person	 and	 the	 good	 life	 for	 all,	 according	 to	 God’s	 plan.1265	According	 to	

Vatican	 II,	 both	 social	 and	 ecological	 problems	 arise	 from	man:	 “The	 truth	 is	

that	the	imbalances	under	which	the	modern	world	labors	are	linked	with	that	

more	 basic	 imbalance	 which	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	 heart	 of	 man.”1266	The	 fate	 of	

mankind	and	of	creation	is	decided	in	each	person’s	heart.	Jesus	Christ	gives	us	

back	our	heart	so	we	can	love	and	serve.1267	The	environment	suffers	because	

the	human	person	and	society	suffer.	Every	time	we	choose	evil	and	sin,	we	are	

harming	 the	 little	 ones:	 creation	 and	 our	 vulnerable	 brothers	 and	 sisters.	

Human	Ecology	shows	that	the	best	environmentalist	is	the	saint,	who	loves	in	

the	image	of	Jesus	Christ.	
																																																								
1264	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§37;	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	World	Day	of	Peace	2007,	§8;	Caritas	in	veritate,	§51;	
“World	Day	of	Peace	2010,”	§11.	

1265	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§38;	Evangelium	Vitae,	§42.	

1266	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	spes,	§10.		

1267	The	Holy	Bible,	Ezekiel	36:26.	
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The	best	planned,	reasoned	out,	and	engineered	solutions	are	worthless	

without	 the	 wisdom	 which	 penetrates	 the	 mystery	 of	 human	 nature,	 and	

without	wisdom’s	 fulfillment	 in	the	myriad	ways	 love	binds	us	 in	 familial	and	

social	 relations	 and	 gives	 us	 a	 purpose	 that	 transcends	 ourselves.	 We	 need	

truth,	and	we	need	the	truth	that	only	God	can	provide.	

	b)	Reconciliation	and	Ecology		

The	 theology	 of	 reconciliation	 helps	 Christians	 understand	 the	 human	

relationship	 with	 creation.	 Ecology	 and	 Human	 Ecology	 have	 as	 their	

foundation	 a	 Trinitarian	 dimension	 which	 imprints	 its	 relational	 dynamic	 of	

love.	The	anthropological	consequence	of	the	Trinity	is	the	human	being	made	

for	relationship	and	encounter	at	his	deepest	core.	Although,	relationship	and	

love	 fulfill	 man;	 this	 has	 been	 ruptured	 by	 original	 sin	 and	 our	 own	 sins.	

Therefore,	 we	 are	 called	 to	 reconciliation	 at	 four	 fundamental	 levels,	 as	

outlined	 in	 Pope	 John	 Paul	 II’s	 encyclical	 Reconciliatio	 et	 Paenitentia:	 “Four	

reconciliations	which	 repair	 the	 four	 fundamental	 rifts;	 reconciliation	of	man	

with	God,	with	self,	with	the	brethren	and	with	the	whole	of	creation.”1268	This	

reconciliatory	 perspective	 lends	 itself	 to	 exploring	 the	 “culture	 of	 encounter”	

(so	often	proposed	by	Pope	Francis	and	the	Latin	American	bishops’	document	

of	Aparecida)	with	the	environment	and	our	brethren.	The	answer	to	a	“culture	

of	waste”	 is	 the	 “culture	of	 encounter”,	 a	 culture	of	 giving	 and	of	 charity,	 but	

also	a	culture	that	 fosters	our	encounter	with	creation,	 in	reverent	wonder	at	

God’s	gift	to	us		

																																																								
1268	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Reconciliatio et Paenitentia,	§26.	
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Healthy	self-interest	has	much	to	contribute	to	the	Human	Ecology,	but	

only	if	enhanced	and	complemented	by	love.	It	is	in	our	own	enlightened	self-

interest	 to	 recognize	 that	 we	 need	 to	 strive	 beyond	 it,	 seeking	 virtue	 and	

making	a	gift	of	ourselves	 to	others,	 to	achieve	 the	 fullness	of	 joy,	 the	 fruit	of	

authentic	 flourishing.	 Self-interest,	 justice,	 reason	and	 rights	 are	 all	 good,	but	

we	need	heroic	virtue,	forgiveness,	and	charity,	to	achieve	the	best	expression	

of	humanity	and	of	social	harmony.	

c)	Christocentrism	

	Christian	 faith	 leads	 to	 a	way	 of	 encounter	 as	 a	 positive	 response	 to	

ecological	 challenges.	 Inspired	 by	 anthropological	 pessimism,	 the	

environmental	 landscape	 of	 ideas	 is	 often	 littered	 with	 moralistic	 and	

conflictive	 approaches	 emphasizing	 negative	 aspects	 of	 human	 relationship	

with	and	impact	on	nature,	resulting	in	a	“grave	assault	not	only	on	nature,	but	

also	 on	 human	 dignity	 itself.”1269	Rather	 than	 limit	 and	 place	 conditions	 on	

human	 interaction,	 the	 Catholic	 faith	 looks	 to	 abundance	 in	 our	 relationship	

with	creation	in	love,	as	expressed	magnificently	by	St.	Paul:	“For	all	things	are	

yours,	 and	 you	 are	 Christ's;	 and	 Christ	 is	 God's.”1270	When	 mankind	 is	

understood	in	a	distinctive	Christological	way,	all	things	belong	to	man,	in	full	

conformity	with	the	biblical	account	of	Genesis.	Because	man	is	made	for	God,	

and	 called	 to	 live	 in	 the	 image	 of	 Christ,	 all	 things	 belong	 to	 him.1271	A	

theological	 anthropocentrism,	 or	 Christocentrism,	 which	 affirms	 the	 unique	

dignity	 of	 man	 as	 the	 center	 of	 creation	 and	 whose	 distinctive	 trait	 is	 the	

																																																								
1269	Benedict	XVI,	“Message	for	the	World	Day	of	Peace	2010,”	§13.	

1270	The	Holy	Bible,	1	Corinthians	21:23.		

1271	Holy	See,	Catechism	of	the	Catholic	Church,	27.45.356;	Pope	Paul	VI,	Gaudium	et	Spes,	§22.	
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relationship	 with	 God,	 is	 able	 to	 harmonize	 the	 “superior	 role	 of	 human	

beings”1272	with	the	responsibility	to	serve	creation	in	achieving	the	fullness	of	

being.	

d)	Power	is	service	

Biblical	scholarship	helps	understand	today’s	environmental	challenges.	

God’s	command	for	man	to	“subdue”	creation	in	the	book	of	Genesis,	is	derived	

from	 our	 sharing	 in	 the	 kingly	 mission	 of	 Christ,1273	and	 so,	 is	 a	 profoundly	

Christological	 commandment,	 as	 is	 our	 duty	 to	 order	 society	 according	 to	 a	

Human	Ecology.	To	criticize	Christianity	for	promoting	the	abuse	of	creation	or	

our	fellow	men	is	to	misunderstand	the	meaning	Jesus	has	given	to	power	and	

authority:		

The	 exercise	 of	 authority	 is	 service:	 we	 must	 never	 forget	 that	 true	
power,	at	any	 level,	 is	service,	whose	bright	summit	 is	upon	the	Cross.	
Benedict	 XVI…	 [reminded	 us	 that]	 although	 man	 frequently	 equates	
authority	with	 control,	 dominion,	 success,	 for	God,	 authority	 is	 always	
synonymous	with	service,	humility,	love…	[as]	Jesus	who	kneels	to	wash	
the	Apostles'	feet,	“and	says	to	his	disciples:	“You	know	that	the	rulers	of	
the	Gentiles	lord	it	over	them...	It	shall	not	be	so	among	you.’”1274		

John	Paul	 II	 said	 “dominion	granted	 to	man	by	 the	Creator	 is	not	an	absolute	

power,	 nor	 can	 one	 speak	 of	 a	 freedom	 to	 ‘use	 and	misuse,’	 or	 to	 dispose	 of	

things	as	one	pleases.”1275	Abuse	of	both	the	natural	and	Human	Ecology	comes	

from	revering	the	power	of	exercising	reason	and	freedom	without	reference	to	

what	is	good	and	true.1276	this	is	not	Christianity	but	its	corruption	and	betrayal.				

	
																																																								
1272	Benedict	XVI,	“Message	for	the	World	Day	of	Peace	2010,”	§13.	

1273	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Christifideles	laici,	§14.	

1274	Pope	Francis,	“Address	to	the	International	Union	of	Superiors	General,”	§2.	

1275	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Sollicitudo	Rei	Socialis,	§34	

1276	Pope	Leo	XIII,	Libertas,	15;	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§4.	
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e)	Charity,	Solidarity	and	Human	Ecology	

Human	 Ecology	 is	 the	 healthy	 environment	 conducive	 to	 authentic	

human	 fulfillment.1277	Charity	 in	 truth	 is	 the	 force	 which	 leads	 to	 human	

development	 and	 fulfillment	 as	 well	 as	 to	 the	 healthy	 ordering	 of	 society	

through	justice	and	the	common	good,1278	fostering	a	Human	Ecology.	Being	a	

common	 space,	 Human	 Ecology	 requires	 the	 existence	 of	 a	 public	 space	 and	

language	for	the	community	of	peoples	and	states	to	reflect	and	debate	what	is	

truly	right	and	just	while	drawing	from	nature,	conscience	and	reason	to	seek	

in	common	the	defense	of	human	rights,	peace	and	justice.1279	Human	Ecology	

requires	 a	 public	 space	 not	 constrained	 by	 fundamentalism,	 relativism,	

positivism	or	any	ideology	or	prejudice,	but	open	to	all	women	and	men	of	good	

will.1280	Human	Ecology	also	requires	that	family,	work,	architecture,	urbanism,	

lifestyles	 and	 all	 of	 culture	 respond	 to	 authentic	 human	 nature.	 A	 human	

economy	must	not	be	ruled	by	greed	or	consumerism,	but	use	 its	wealth	and	

resources	 in	 solidarity,	 among	 people	 and	 nations,	 so	 the	world’s	 population	

can	satisfy	 its	needs	and	 live	 in	dignity.	Responsible	 stewardship	over	nature	

must	 ensure	 its	 protection	 and	 the	 sustainability	 of	 the	 entire	 human	 family	

now	and	in	the	future.1281		

Popes	John	Paul	II	and	Benedict	XVI	emphasized	the	need	for	a	change	of	

lifestyles,	 for	 solidarity,	 suffering	 with	 others,	 and	 using	 and	 having	 less	 in	

order	 to	 give	 more	 to	 others.	 Solidarity	 should	 be	 a	 guiding	 principle	 for	

																																																								
1277	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Centesimus	Annus,	§38.	

1278	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§§1-2,	6-7.	

1279	Benedict	XVI,	“Speech	at	the	Bundestag.”	

1280	Benedict	XVI,	“Speech	at	the	Bundestag.”;	Address	to	La	Sapienza.	

1281	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	Caritas	in	Veritate,	§§50,	51.	



	 371	

engaging	 specific	 environmental	 problems.	 In	 the	 complex	 and	 many-sided	

issue	 of	 climate	 change,	 solidarity	 will	 provide	 a	 worthy	 reason	 to	 change	

overconsumptive	 lifestyles,	 and	 will	 also	 favor	 approaches	 that	 emphasize	

adaptation,	that	is,	helping	vulnerable	communities	and	even	ecosystems	who	

are	at	 risk,	 rather	 than	 investing	 first	 in	 technological	or	 long	 term	economic	

solutions	which	disregard	 the	 immediate	needs	of	 the	poor.	We	must	 engage	

specific	 ecological	 issues	 such	 as	 climate	 change,	 water	 availability,	 food,	

biodiversity,	energy,	resources	extraction	and	economics,	pollution,	and	others,	

with	direct	impact	on	the	poor.		

	f)	Ecology,	Human	Ecology	and	evangelization	

Finally,	the	interest	of	modern	culture,	especially	in	the	youth,	on	issues	

of	ecology	and	Human	Ecology	can	be	a	great	avenue	to	encounter	Jesus	Christ.	

Benedict	XVI	said,	 “And	 in	 this	we	must	 take	care	to	perceive	the	signs	of	 the	

times	in	our	epoch,	namely,	to	identify	the	potentials,	aspirations	and	obstacles	

we	encounter	in	today’s	culture	and	in	particular	the	wish	for	authenticity,	the	

yearning	 for	 transcendence,	 and	 concern	 to	 safeguard	 Creation	 and	 to	

communicate	 fearlessly	 the	 response	 that	 faith	 in	 God	 offers.”1282	Reflection,	

experience,	 and	 action	 in	 nature	 can	 point	 any	 person,	 believers	 and	 non-

believers	 alike,	 to	 authentic	 transcendence	 itself,	 the	 Creator	 of	 the	 world.	

Human	 Ecology	 can	 also	 help	 to	 evangelize	 culture	 by	 framing	 urgent	 social	

issues,	such	as	those	related	to	the	family	or	to	Sustainable	Development,	in	an	

appealing	 way,	 with	 an	 objective	 reference	 to	 nature	 and	 placing	 individual	

rights	in	the	context	of	the	common	good.		

																																																								
1282	Pope	Benedict	XVI,	General	Audience,	November	28,	2012.	



	 372	

This	path	invites	Catholics	to	evangelize	and	reach	those	who	are	on	the	

peripheries:	“We	cannot	 forget	that	evangelization	 is	 first	and	foremost	about	

preaching	 the	 Gospel	 to	 those	 who	 do	 not	 know	 Jesus	 Christ,	 or	 who	 have	

always	rejected	him.	Many	of	them	are	quietly	seeking	God,	led	by	a	yearning	to	

see	his	face,	even	in	countries	of	ancient	Christian	tradition.”1283	Experiences	of	

nature	 and	 beauty	 can	 provide	 opportunities	 for	 responding	 to	 “missionary	

activity	[which]	still	represents	the	greatest	challenge	for	the	Church.”1284	Since	

we	 “cannot	passively	and	calmly	wait	 in	our	 church	buildings,”1285	by	 living	a	

Human	 Ecology	 in	 communion	 with	 creation	 we	 can	 literally	 move	 into	 the	

streets,	fields	and	forests.		

	

	

	

																																																								
1283	Pope	Francis,	Evangelii	Gaudium,	§15.	

1284	Pope	John	Paul	II,	Redemptoris	Missio,	§40.		

1285	CELAM,	Aparecida	Document,	§548.		
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