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The Moral Constitution of Capitalism

1. Introduction

In the good and hopeless old days of real socialism, political jokes made up the single solid ideology of society. One of these jokes asked: where does capitalism stand? Answer: at the edge of an abyss. Next question: and where is socialism? Answer: before capitalism! 

Scepticism, and indeed, cynicism is often an effective and useful strategy to protect one’s identity which is threatened by lies, by spiritual and mental coercion. To fend off the corruption of real socialism, hopeless scepticism was a successful tool. But using it extensively makes one vulnerable to a different type of corruption. By secretly unmasking the pretenses of official socialist values, such as solidarity, equality, and progress, which were honorable members of the humanist pantheon, many people have come to believe that no society can be enduringly founded on values. Remember: though the joke I cited implies that socialism is a wreck in the abyss, but capitalism does not have a much brighter future, either. 

My view is the opposite. No society can be a master of its own future which does not recognize, cultivate, and collectively pursue certain moral (and nonmoral) values. In fact, being conscious of these values and ideals is one of the existential preconditions of a political society. In other words, the political mode of existence of any society consists of its being conscious of values shared and pursued by most of its citizens. Without such an awareness there can hardly be any meaningful discussion about the public good. 

This is, in my view, the Aristotelian way of thinking about politics. Aristotle is famous for his insistence on the intimate link between the goodness of the social order, or the constitution, and the goodness of the lives of its citizens. Here I suggest, first, that capitalism can be viewed as a constitution in the Aristotelian sense, that is, a social order based on moral values, which effectively links up the individual and the collective pursuit of these values. And secondly, I wish to argue that Catholicism, which I do not take to be a political constitution, but rather, a specific conception of man and the human condition in general, is by no means antithetical to capitalism.

2. Capitalism as a constitution

Aristotle distinguished between good and bad or corrupted constitutions. The basis of this distinction was the character of political rule. When the rulers use their power to seek their own good, then the constitution is bad. When the rulers seek the public good, the constitution is also good. This distinction is simple, its empirical applicability is, of course, a matter of dispute. But it surely needs to be amended. For in modern societies politics and political institutions have a much smaller influence on the private lives of citizens than they had in the ancient world. It cannot be maintained that the political arrangement of any modern society is the most important factor influencing the quality of citizens’ lives. Social sciences like history and sociology have shown to us that the norms and values prevalent in any society arise from, and also make an effect on, all kinds of interactions and relations between individuals, including of course public or „political” ones, but also private ones like family, friendship, subcultures, and semi-public ones like religious communities or economic organizations. Thus, the Aristotelian understanding of constitutions should be amended with the non-political spheres of interactions and relations. By this we nonetheless remain faithful to the original conception: a constitution of a society is not simply a legal document, and cannot be reduced to the political realm, but can be extended to all kinds of activities and relations governed by values and norms. 


This explains, as I hope, why I chose the term „capitalism” instead of „market economy,” though I am aware of the provocative potential of this term. „Capitalism” is a much broader term than „market economy,” in two obvious senses. First, it is not restricted to economic activities or simply to the „economy.” It includes other spheres of social interactions. Critics of capitalism, ever since Marx, understood this very well, though they have kept arguing that capitalism was a bad constitution. And second, „markets” are institutions or types of interaction we can find in all kinds of societies, with different constitutions. Therefore, it does not help us see the value coherence I attribute to capitalism. 

It is important to remember that the classics of political economy, like Adam Smith, also thought that they were wittnessing the emergence of a new social order, which they saw to be founded on exchange or commerce. The notion of „commerce” is a very interesting one. It is to be distinguished from „trade,” though today they are used as synonyms. But whereas „trade” is rooted in the verb „tradere,” that is, to „give” (and, by implication, to „get”), „commerce” refers to something carried out together, and even to „communicate.” In societies based largely on family ties and long-standing personal relationships, giving and receiving occurs mainly within strict institutional frameworks, and is regulated by all kinds of tradition-sanctioned norms, memorably described by Karl Polanyi. In capitalist societies, that are usually very large, giving and receiving is, on the contrary, a much less strictly regulated activity, as it is a joint endeavor of the participants, who are often strangers. And it is, unlike in traditional societies, potentially always value-creating. Commerce, or value exchange, is a more sophisticated type of interaction, in which existing and explicit institutional norms as well as evolving, mutually invented norms are tightly intertwined. This is the reason why the term „market economy” is too restrictive. Commercing is more than trading, and capitalism is a constitution, not a functioning mode of the economy, though it includes that as well. 

In this context, let me quote Adam Smith who wrote that „[i]n civilised society [man] stands at all times in need of the cooperation and assistance of great multitudes, while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain the friendship of a few persons. (…) [M]an has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what he requires of them. (…) It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages.” 

The interesting lesson of this passage is not the reference to self-interest or self-love which is often identified as the main motive of the agents of capitalism, and thought to be the anthropological-methodological presumption of economic sciences. Rather, we should note the more important implicit lesson which is empathy, interest in the other, even identification with his needs. Unless I want to know what the other wants, what he aims at, what his needs are, I am unable to pursue my own goals, to meet my own needs, and so on. That is, contrary to the vulgar interpretation, commerce, free exchange, and free contracting, which surely are components of a meaningful definition of capitalism as a constitution, are not in themselves selfish, egocentric, greedy activities of individuals, but interactions between them, both dependent on, and conducive to, various important moral values. 

3. Moral values of capitalism

What are the specific moral values of the capitalist constitution so understood and how are they made to play their roles in the free value-creating interactions characteristic of capitalism? 


First, contrary to common wisdom, rivalry and competition in the markets is not equal to fight and battle. Rather, it is more a type of cooperation. Like in the sports, competition is often the best way to make oneself better and better, to find out more about one’s capabilities, talents, and values, indeed, about oneself. In sum, competition leads to real and reliable self-knowledge which is one important prerequisite of moral development.


Second, and related to this, competition of this kind develops a sense of fairness, a respect of the rights of others, and the rule of law. Capitalism both requires and feeds legal thinking, a kind of legalism in the positive sense, that is, a sense to always make the necessary distinction between one’s individual interests and the rules of the game. Legalism can be very alienating, that is true, but it is extremely important for the coordination of  many people, most of whom are strangers, and who become partly familiar with each other just by behaving themselves fairly, all respecting the authority of law. Fairness, hospitability, polite communication, and mutual respect seem to construct a rather weak foundation for a society. However, we should not think of foundations in terms of weakness and strength, but in terms of flexibility and resilience. History taught us that these values can be integrated very efficiently, serving as the basis of social trust, which is a solid enough ground for any society.


Third, the exchange-type of interactions both need and create an understanding of partnership based on equality. Despite the many vertical relations that exist in capitalism, like any other society, there is a general presumption here in favor of horizontality. Since value-creation is the best social strategy to win, and value-creation is a universal human faculty, capitalism flourishes if individuals respect one another’s capabilities to create values. This is very much like a respect for man in the abstract sense, so important to many ethical theories. 


Value-creation is to be understood in a very pedestrian way. Anything that promotes the well-being of another individual is valuable and immediately rewarded (you can sell it). And anything that reduces it is valueless and is immediately punished (you cannot sell it). There is, thus, fourthly, a strong mechanism of justice working in the capitalist constitution. 


Fifth, and again contrary to common wisdom, capitalism does not in itself prefer limitless and careless consumption. For it may seem that we often consume useless, if not harmful, things and services in great quantities. That is possible in the short run, but not in the long run. For example, those who consume passively and carelessly, not only go bankrupt, but also tend to become idle and uninteresting people, whose value-creating capabilities fade. They will be losers. Excesses of consumption are usually punished by the markets. Thus, there is a feedback mechanism within this constitution that tends to punish unresponsible behavior and certain moral flaws and vices. The current crisis is a good example of this. Put in positive terms, the capitalist constitution favors circumspection, careful planning, prudence, and most importantly, responsible behavior. All these values need freedom in general, and the concrete freedom of planning, acting, and bearing the consequences. 


Sixth, as I argued, without empathy, an interest in the other, one’s chances to win in capitalism will be more modest. It is not democracy that seems to successfully integrate mass societies, but capitalism based on a constant wish to know more about the other, not only, let me stress, his or her material needs, but also on his or her intellectual and even spiritual needs. I personally can testify to the truth in this statement, as I am teaching at a university which stands in a very strong competition for students and which can gain them only by demonstrating its special value-creating capabilities, where values include mental and spiritual ones as well.

4. Capitalism and Catholicism

There are certainly many more values specific to the capitalist constitution, but time does not allow me to dwell on this topic. It turn to my second thesis which is that capitalism as a constitution and Catholicism as a specific conception of human nature and the human condition are not antithetical. It is, of course, a very bold assertion the Catholicism can be interpreted in this way, and I ought to argue for this is more detail. 

The most convenient way would be to simply allude to the social teaching of the Church. But that is a rather novel development in Catholic thinking broadly understood. There are other important sources for it as well, especially Scholasticism, and the theory of natural law. Of special importance for my purposes is the School of Salamanca, or the Spanish Scholastics, Francisco de Vitoria, Domingo de Soto, Luis de Molina, Francisco Suárez, to name but a few of them. They were scholars of natural law, morality, international law, and proto-economics. Ever since Joseph Schumpeter at least historians of ideas have come to appreciate their achievements. Schumpeter argued that in many respects their views anticipated much of what modern Austrian economics teaches, and by implication, that there are well-established views in the Catholic tradition which suggest a conception of human nature that is by no means alien to the „spirit” of capitalism, contrary to the Weberian thesis which maintains that it is the Protestant ethos that is more congenial to capitalism. 

Of course, certain writings of theologians, however influential, cannot be identified as the Catholic conception of human nature, like, for instance, „Thomism” cannot be thought to be equivalent of „Catholic theology,” either. What we need is more like the Weberian project of linking up spirituality, intellectual traditions, and practical-moral norms, and offering, in effect, a deliberately loose, but sufficiently broad, phenomenological understanding of human nature and the human condition. I think we still lack such an accomplished project. What I can do here is simply to make some remarks on the connections between the moral constitution of capitalism and the Catholic conception, or let it be called proto-conception, of human nature and the human condition. For sake of convenience, I shall follow the order given above and revisit the list of values. 

First, self-knowledge. I think it is rather a commonplace to say that the urge of Hellenistic philosophy in general, and Platonism as well as Aristotelianism in particular, to live an examined life has found a receptive soil in Catholic theology, spirituality, and everyday practice. Knowing who we are, what special gifts and talents we are endowed with, are no less crucial to moral and spiritual growth than to more mundane successes.


As far as laws and rules are concerned, Catholicism has been frequently criticised for being a too legalistic, formalistic religion, compared to denominations and religions which put a much greater emphasis on emotions, passions, direct mystical experiences, or claim that true Christianity is incompatible with legalism. We are freed from the Law, as Paul teaches, and this must be taken seriously. Catholic tradition, in my view, has always incorporated both legalism and the criticism of it. The words of Jesus – I haven’t come to abolish the law, but to fulfill it – allow for various interpretations. And it is a very influential interpretation that the imperfections of men require rules and regulations up until the end of centuries. Respect for rules, for a plethora of various rights and duties within the Church can undoubtedly lead to undesirable excesses, but it does have good fruits as well.


Equality is most certainly a basic, even revolutionary tenet of Christianity. It is true that the historic associations of Catholicism with feudalism, a society that rested on the principle of unequality, made it more difficult to realize that Catholicism is, to put it gently, not an unchristian religion. And yet there are so many examples of the principle of equality bursting out in the Middle Ages as well, aptly demonstrated by the lives and deeds of canonized saints coming from the ranks and files of society, that the compatibility of Catholicism and the value of equality is undeniable.


But it is true that the value-creating abilities of individuals are different, which is responsible for much of the changes among the various inequalities inherent of capitalism. In the Catholic tradition, good works, and individual achievements also vary, according to the gifts of God and the responsive behavior of humans. This is a no less non-zero sum game than capitalism. In heaven, rewards will be proportional to one’s achievements in this world, but no one will be unhappy for that. Catholics do believe that Mercy will finally overcome Justice, but they also believe that how this happens remains God’s secret, and in this world we must earnestly and relentlessly labor on our salvation, and „store up treasures in heaven.” 


Freedom, responsibility, prudence are, again, paramount values for Catholicism. The mystery of the freedom of the will has always been held to be a central truth about the human condition. Catholic tradition has successfully been steering between Pelagianism and predestination, paving a path on which responsibility remains a meaningful concept, yet there is much room for moral education that starts out from the conviction that we is able to learn from errors and mistakes that we,  imperfect beings, are bound to commit. 


Finally, I pointed out that without empathy and real curiosity in other people one’s own chances to become successful in a capitalist society in the long run are rather modest. And even if empathy and curiosity in this sense cannot be conveniently re-coined as solidarity, these values of capitalism can surely made solidarity, a central value for Catholic social teaching, be more vigorous, efficient, and personal.


There is, thus, a strong case for thinking that Catholicism has, or at least can easily embrace, a conception of human nature and of the human condition which is not antithetical to the moral constitution of capitalism. 


The joke is right. Socialism is in the abyss and capitalism does stand at the edge of it. But since it is a moral constitution, the greatest threat to follow socialism comes from moral temptations. To avert them it can and must rely on values religions like Catholicism have traditionally and successfully defended. 
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