September 28, 2015

Pope pronouncements have filled the media for days. Pickerhead was reminded of an interview with Saul Bellow where an attempt was made to draw him out on a controversy de jour. Bellow, not about to join in, replied, "I am against all the bad things and for all the good things." It is the same with Francis who is beginning to resemble Chauncy Gardiner in Being There. 
 

 

 

Kevin Williamson starts off our look at the pontiff. 
... So much of the world is Pope Francis that he communicates via Twitter (@pontifex, if you are inclined), by which means he recently sent out a request that is characteristic of the man and his public style: “I ask you to join me in praying for my trip to Cuba and the United States. I need your prayers.” The response to this request, particularly from the right, was dispiriting. “I pray for those in Castro’s dungeons whose suffering you callously ignored. Screw you, Peronista pontiff,” wrote one critic. “He’s forfeited his moral authority.” Others, apparently unaware of the actual ministry of Pope John Paul II, averred that Pope Francis’s sainted predecessor would never have met with Communist thugs like the Castros. In reality, Pope John Paul II visited Poland many times when it was under Communist occupation, and met with Wojciech Jaruzelski, the brutal Soviet proxy who ruled Poland at the time, who had imposed martial law, imprisoned some 10,000 political opponents, and murdered at least 100 for good measure. The pope had some hope that Jaruzelski, who had been baptized in the Catholic Church, eventually would come around. He did, in his way. At Jaruzelski’s funeral Mass, one of the first men he had thrown in prison, Solidarity leader Lech Wałesa, knelt in the front row.
But those were heroic times. These are piddling times.
Pope Francis has an irritating (and more than irritating) habit of saying ignorant and destructive things about economics and public policy, and conservatives, myself included, have not been hesitant to criticize him for this. Nor should we forbear — the pope has no special expertise, and no special grace, in these matters, and, like any leader of a large and significant organization, he needs to hear criticism and the forcible presentation of different points of view. ...
... Barack Obama is a failed president, a practitioner of a deeply destructive, distorted, self-interested, and vanity-driven brand of politics, and every instinct he exhibits tends toward detriment, privation, and chaos. But the fever-swamp version of his presidency — that he is a foreigner, a closet Islamist, a man singularly bent upon the destruction of the United States of America — is wrong. President Obama is himself certainly no exemplar of treating political disagreements with charity of spirit — he is quite the opposite — but his failings need not be our failings.
We conservatives want liberty, for ourselves and for the world. On that front, Pope Francis, unlike some of the great men who have walked before him in those fisherman’s shoes, does not appear to be a man who is going to be a great deal of help. But what do we want liberty for? For the things of this world alone, or for something more? That, despite his lamentable adventures in political economy, is more Pope Francis’s game.
And he asks us for our prayers. Maybe the appropriate prayer is wisdom for the pontiff, and humility for his critics — for me and you and the rest of us.
 

 

 

Stephanie Slade, an editor of Reason, thinks if Francis wants to help the poor, he should embrace free markets.  
He has been called the "slum pope" and "a pope for the poor." And indeed, it's true that Pope Francis, leader to 1.3 billion Roman Catholics, speaks often of those in need. He's described the amount of poverty and inequality in the world as "a scandal" and implored the Church to fight what he sees as a "culture of exclusion."
Yet even as he calls for greater concern for the marginalized, he broadly and cavalierly condemns the market-driven economic development that has lifted a billion people out of extreme poverty within the lifetime of the typical millennial. A lack of understanding of even basic economic concepts has led one of the most influential and beloved human beings on the planet to decry free enterprise, opine that private property rights must not be treated as "inviolable," hold up as the ideal "cooperatives of small producers" over "economies of scale," accuse the Western world of "scandalous level[s] of consumption," and assert that we need "to think of containing growth by setting some reasonable limits."
Given his vast influence, which extends far beyond practicing Catholics, this type of rhetoric is deeply troubling. It's impossible to know how much of an impact his words are having on concrete policy decisions—but it's implausible to deny that when he calls for regulating and constraining the free markets and economic growth that alleviate truly crushing poverty, the world is listening. As a libertarian who is also a devout Roman Catholic, I'm afraid as well that statements like these from Pope Francis reinforce the mistaken notion that libertarianism and religion are fundamentally incompatible. ...
... "The problem is [Pope Francis] doesn't clearly make distinctions between capitalism and trade and greed and corporatism," like the kind he would have seen in Argentina, Catholic University's Richards says. "My sense is he's skeptical of what he thinks capitalism is, but also that he hasn't made a careful study of these things." 
Evidence that the pope is working with an inaccurate picture of what capitalists really believe comes from Evangelii Gaudium, wherein he wrote that we exhibit "a crude and naïve trust in the goodness of those wielding economic power." Richards thinks Pope Francis fundamentally misunderstands Adam Smith's key insight: that even if the people who "wield economic power" are narrowly self-interested, the market will orient their behavior in a way that benefits others. 

"Now as a matter of fact we live in a fallen world, and so the question is: What is the best economic arrangement to either mitigate human selfishness or even to channel it into something socially beneficial?" Richards asks. "Precisely the reason I believe in limited government and a free economy is because it's the best of the live alternatives at channeling both people's creativity and ingenuity, but also their greed." 

The pope doesn't see it that way. From his perspective, either you support unfettered capitalism or you care about poverty. Among free marketeers, he says dismissively, the problems of the poor "are brought up as an afterthought, a question which gets added almost out of duty or in a tangential way, if not treated merely as collateral damage." But that is a deeply uncharitable characterization of those who see things differently than he does. The people I know who invest their time and talent into defending economic freedom do so not in spite of the effect we think a capitalist system has on the least among us, but because of it. As John Mackey, the co-founder of Whole Foods (a company that's a leader in philanthropic giving), argues in a recent interview with Reason, one of the strongest moral arguments for capitalism is that it alleviates poverty. 

That's not to say we shouldn't still be working to transcend our fallen nature. Within a free society there's plenty of space, for those who are so inclined, to heed Pope Francis' appeal—to be less materialistic, more selfless, truer disciples of Christ. In fact, I've argued that only a liberalized economic order grants people the autonomy to choose for themselves to be generous. If you don't have the freedom to accumulate treasure, how can you possibly share it with the world?

 

 

 

Bill McGurn wishes there was some economic wisdom in the Vatican. 
... the poor fare much better in places such as Hong Kong, Taiwan or Korea, where markets and competition are relatively open, than they do in Latin America or Africa, where competition is far more limited. To put it another way, it isn’t global competition that makes nations poor but their isolation from it. 
Why do critics such as Pope Francis have such a hard time seeing this? A big part is that they misconstrue the nature of market competition. They want what the pope calls a “cooperative economy.” 
But competition in a free market is not like competition in a boxing match, where the outcome is one winner and one loser. It’s about sellers vying to please a third party: the customer. This is why capitalists do not think of themselves as pro-business. To the contrary, capitalists insist that businesses must earn their success by competing to please customers. 
Look at it this way. Brazil has a state-run, quasi-monopoly called Petrobras, the largest company in South America. The government shields it from competition on the grounds that the people of Brazil will benefit.
But who have actually benefited? Prosecutors say it is Petrobras execs, who grew rich on kickbacks, and the Working Party politicos they are said to have bribed. Anyone really want to argue that Brazil’s downtrodden are better off with an economy that protects Petrobras at the expense of competitors who might offer workers more jobs and customers better products? 
Or what about Venezuela, where Hugo Chávez nationalized huge chunks of the economy and appropriated the property of foreign companies. Are we surprised that Venezuela’s richest woman turns out to be the late Chávez’s daughter?
Come to think of it, what about Argentina? The pope’s native land used to rank among the world’s wealthiest. Today it is a synonym for crony capitalism—and decline. ...
 

 

 

Thomas Sowell says the left has its pope. 

... In 1900, only 3 percent of American homes had electric lights but more than 99 percent had them before the end of the century. Infant mortality rates were 165 per thousand in 1900 and 7 per thousand by 1997. By 2001, most Americans living below the official poverty line had central air conditioning, a motor vehicle, cable television with multiple TV sets, and other amenities.
A scholar specializing in the study of Latin America said that the official poverty level in the United States is the upper middle class in Mexico. The much criticized market economy of the United States has done far more for the poor than the ideology of the left.
Pope Francis' own native Argentina was once among the leading economies of the world, before it was ruined by the kind of ideological notions he is now promoting around the world.
 

 

 

Almost four years ago the December 22, 2011 edition of Pickings was devoted to the spirit of enterprise. All of it is worth another look, but one selection about a Russian youth who would grow to become their equivalent of a four-star general is reproduced here. It is a good example of the human urge to trade and create enterprise that would be hampered if not demolished by the policies proposed by this foolish pope.  
 

"All of the above reminded Pickerhead of ”Years Off My Life” - the autobiography of a Soviet General – Aleksandr Gorbatov. It is an unvarnished tale that describes his time in the GULAG before he was rehabilitated on the eve of The Great Patriotic War. Gorbatov ended the war as the Soviet Commandant of Berlin and retired with four stars.

It is his youth that interests us today. Harrison Salisbury reviewed his book for the NY Times in 1965."

… But the finest quality of Gorbatov’s book is its sheer humanity. As he describes his life as a youngster – superstitious, religious, strong-willed, ambitious, clever – he sounds again and again like young Gorky. Russia was a hard school at the turn of the century, whether you were a youngster in Nizhni-Novgorod like Gorky, a miner’s apprentice in the Donbas like Khrushchev or a peasant’s son in the Palekh country. If you survived it you could survive almost anything …
At the age of eleven, after finishing his schooling, the young Gorbatov started a small trading business to help his family. It is that story you’ll see below.
 

And we found lots of cartoonists who share our views.
 







 

National Review
Our Fallible Pope 

The pontiff presents a challenge. 
by Kevin D. Williamson

 

He wasn’t the Messiah they were expecting.

There are many (many, many) competing analyses of the life of Jesus, of what happened and what it meant, and some of those are, inevitably, political. Many scholars hold that the Jews rejected Jesus’ claim of being the Messiah because they were expecting a political and military leader, a great liberator who would drive out the hated Roman occupation and restore Jewish sovereignty over Israel. Pontius Pilate and Herod both seem to have been perplexed by Jesus’ understanding of His own kingship — “My kingdom is not of this world” — because they had only one model of monarchy at their intellectual disposal; for them, a kingdom not of this world was a concept devoid of meaning. If anything, Luke’s Gospel finds Jesus engaged in the opposite of good politics, reinforcing the Roman position and Herod’s position at the same time by making peace between the two men. (The sneakiness of Jesus in such matter is an underappreciated aspect of His ministry.) As Luke reports: “Herod and Pilate became friends with each other that day: for before they were at enmity.”

Pope Francis is not the Messiah, but merely the chief bureaucrat in His service. He is very much in the world and of the world, and he must perforce deal with the world and its realities. But the kingdom he serves is not of this world.

So much of the world is Pope Francis that he communicates via Twitter (@pontifex, if you are inclined), by which means he recently sent out a request that is characteristic of the man and his public style: “I ask you to join me in praying for my trip to Cuba and the United States. I need your prayers.” The response to this request, particularly from the right, was dispiriting. “I pray for those in Castro’s dungeons whose suffering you callously ignored. Screw you, Peronista pontiff,” wrote one critic. “He’s forfeited his moral authority.” Others, apparently unaware of the actual ministry of Pope John Paul II, averred that Pope Francis’s sainted predecessor would never have met with Communist thugs like the Castros. In reality, Pope John Paul II visited Poland many times when it was under Communist occupation, and met with Wojciech Jaruzelski, the brutal Soviet proxy who ruled Poland at the time, who had imposed martial law, imprisoned some 10,000 political opponents, and murdered at least 100 for good measure. The pope had some hope that Jaruzelski, who had been baptized in the Catholic Church, eventually would come around. He did, in his way. At Jaruzelski’s funeral Mass, one of the first men he had thrown in prison, Solidarity leader Lech Wałesa, knelt in the front row.

But those were heroic times. These are piddling times.

Pope Francis has an irritating (and more than irritating) habit of saying ignorant and destructive things about economics and public policy, and conservatives, myself included, have not been hesitant to criticize him for this. Nor should we forbear — the pope has no special expertise, and no special grace, in these matters, and, like any leader of a large and significant organization, he needs to hear criticism and the forcible presentation of different points of view. But surely the political distance between us conservatives and Pope Francis is a good deal narrower than the chasm between Pope John Paul II, the great scourge of Communism, and Wojciech Jaruzelski, the scheming front man for Soviet brutality. Lech Wałesa prayed for the man who had imprisoned him for eleven months — surely we must not withhold our own prayers over a mere political disagreement.

Pope Francis presents us with an interesting challenge: What do we do when we find ourselves in a political disagreement with a good man? We’ve had bad popes, no doubt, but it is difficult to make the case that Pope Francis is one of them, that he is motivated by malice. Errors? Surely. Ignorance? Without doubt. But wickedness? Please.

It’s easier when history has worn away all but what was truly important about a man: Mohandas K. Gandhi and the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. indulged any number of bad (and occasionally batty) political ideas, and each had substantial personal failings. We might say the same about Thomas Jefferson. But each of those men was right about one big thing that mattered, and we remember and admire them for that. Political perfection, to say nothing of personal perfection, is not a precondition for anything worth talking about.

It’s a lot harder when dealing with a much lesser figure from whom we are not insulated by some comfortable historical remove, who is right in our faces every day. Joe Scarborough has been castigated by conservatives for affirming his belief that President Obama, for all his flaws, is a man who loves his country. Barack Obama is a failed president, a practitioner of a deeply destructive, distorted, self-interested, and vanity-driven brand of politics, and every instinct he exhibits tends toward detriment, privation, and chaos. But the fever-swamp version of his presidency — that he is a foreigner, a closet Islamist, a man singularly bent upon the destruction of the United States of America — is wrong. President Obama is himself certainly no exemplar of treating political disagreements with charity of spirit — he is quite the opposite — but his failings need not be our failings.

We conservatives want liberty, for ourselves and for the world. On that front, Pope Francis, unlike some of the great men who have walked before him in those fisherman’s shoes, does not appear to be a man who is going to be a great deal of help. But what do we want liberty for? For the things of this world alone, or for something more? That, despite his lamentable adventures in political economy, is more Pope Francis’s game.

And he asks us for our prayers. Maybe the appropriate prayer is wisdom for the pontiff, and humility for his critics — for me and you and the rest of us.

 

 

 

Reason
If Pope Francis Wants To Help the Poor, He Should Embrace Capitalism
Markets and globalization have lifted billions out of poverty and lessened global inequality. So what's behind the pope's agenda?
by Stephanie Slade

He has been called the "slum pope" and "a pope for the poor." And indeed, it's true that Pope Francis, leader to 1.3 billion Roman Catholics, speaks often of those in need. He's described the amount of poverty and inequality in the world as "a scandal" and implored the Church to fight what he sees as a "culture of exclusion."
Yet even as he calls for greater concern for the marginalized, he broadly and cavalierly condemns the market-driven economic development that has lifted a billion people out of extreme poverty within the lifetime of the typical millennial. A lack of understanding of even basic economic concepts has led one of the most influential and beloved human beings on the planet to decry free enterprise, opine that private property rights must not be treated as "inviolable," hold up as the ideal "cooperatives of small producers" over "economies of scale," accuse the Western world of "scandalous level[s] of consumption," and assert that we need "to think of containing growth by setting some reasonable limits."
Given his vast influence, which extends far beyond practicing Catholics, this type of rhetoric is deeply troubling. It's impossible to know how much of an impact his words are having on concrete policy decisions—but it's implausible to deny that when he calls for regulating and constraining the free markets and economic growth that alleviate truly crushing poverty, the world is listening. As a libertarian who is also a devout Roman Catholic, I'm afraid as well that statements like these from Pope Francis reinforce the mistaken notion that libertarianism and religion are fundamentally incompatible.
There's no question that the pope at times seems downright hostile to much of what market-loving Catholics believe. In this summer's lauded-by-the-press environmental encyclical Laudato Si (from which the quotes in the second paragraph were drawn), Pope Francis wrote that people who trust the invisible hand suffer from the same mindset that leads to slavery and "the sexual exploitation of children." In Evangelii Gaudium, his 2013 apostolic exhortation, he chastised those who "continue to defend trickle-down theories which assume that economic growth, encouraged by a free market, will inevitably succeed in bringing about greater justice and inclusiveness in the world."

Even more frustratingly, he asserted that such a belief in free markets "has never been confirmed by the facts." Worse still, this year he stated in an interview: "I recognize that globalization has helped many people to lift themselves out of poverty, but it has condemned many other people to starve. It is true that in absolute terms the world's wealth has grown, but inequality and poverty have arisen." Globalization has caused poverty to "arise" and "condemned…many people to starve"?

A man Politico described as insisting "reality comes before theory" could not be more mistaken about the empirical truth of capitalism's role in our world. While income inequality within developed countries may be growing, the income gap between the First World and the rest of the world is decreasing fast. As the World Bank's Branko Milanovic has documented, we are in the midst of "the first decline in global inequality between world citizens since the Industrial Revolution." In 1960, notes the Cato Institute's Marian Tupy, the average America earned 11 times more than the average resident of Asia. Today, Americans make 4.8 times as much. "The narrowing of the income gap," Tupy found, "is a result of growing incomes in the rest of the world," not a decline in incomes in developed nations.　
 

Markets: The Greatest Anti-Poverty Tool
"Entrepreneurial capitalism takes more people out of poverty than aid." With those 10 words, spoken to an audience at Georgetown University in 2013, philanthropist rock star Bono demonstrated a keener understanding of economic reality than the leader of global Catholicism.

The U2 frontman clearly has it right—and Pope Francis is wrong to suggest that poverty is growing, or that capitalism, free markets, and globalization are fueling the (non-existent) problem. In just two decades, extreme poverty has been reduced by more than 50 percent. "In 1990, almost half of the population in developing regions lived on less than $1.25 a day," reads a 2014 report from the United Nations. "This rate dropped to 22 per cent by 2010, reducing the number of people living in extreme poverty by 700 million."

How was this secular miracle achieved? The bulk of the answer is through economic development, as nascent markets began to take hold in large swaths of the world that were until recently desperately poor. A 2013 editorial from The Economist noted that the Millennium Development Goals "may have helped marginally, by creating a yardstick for measuring progress, and by focusing minds on the evil of poverty. Most of the credit, however, must go to capitalism and free trade, for they enable economies to grow—and it was growth, principally, that has eased destitution."

The image of economic growth as an "engine" that drives progress and lifts people up is nothing novel, of course. In his book The Road to Freedom, American Enterprise Institute president Arthur Brooks discussed the transformation the U.S. underwent in the 1800s as a result of the Industrial Revolution:

Average prosperity in the 19th century began to rocket upwards…In 1850, life expectancy at birth in the United States was 38.3. By 2010, it was 78. The literacy rate in the United States rose from 80 percent in 1870 to 99 percent today. And real per capita GDP increased twenty-two-fold from 1820 to 1998. 

Poverty may never be fully a thing of the past. But if you're looking to increase global prosperity and decrease global hardship—something Christians as a rule are pretty concerned with and Pope Francis has expressed a particular interest in—history has shown us the way to do it: through industrialization and mass production, trade liberalization that lets goods and people flow across borders to serve each other better, and property rights that give everyone the ability to put their wealth to work for them. 

Ultimately, hindering the free market system is the surest way we know of to slow the pace of growth. And it's growth that leads to quality-of-life improvements not just here in America but also—especially—in the developing world. Pope Francis thinks free marketeers have been deluded by a "myth of unlimited material progress." If we have, it's because we've seen for ourselves the wonders that economic development and technological advancement can bring—from modern medicine stopping diseases that were the scourge of civilizations for centuries, to buildings more able to withstand natural disasters than at any time before, to ever-widening access to the air conditioning he wishes us to use less of. 

The pope is enamored of the idea of "small-scale food production systems ... using a modest amount of land and producing less waste, be it in small agricultural parcels, in orchards and gardens, hunting and wild harvesting or local fishing." He does not seem to understand that it is mass-market production—including often-vilfiied biotech crops—that has freed millions of people from hunger by allowing us to reap far more food from far fewer resources. 

Productivity gains have been so great that humanity is on the brink of being able to release enormous tracts of farmland back to nature while feeding more people than ever before, according to researchers at the Program for the Human Environment at Rockefeller University. But resisting such advances out of skepticism or nostalgia can have devastating consequences. Take for example the story of Golden Rice, a genetically modified crop fortified with Vitamin A, whose introduction has been delayed since 2000 by government regulations. The grain has the potential to save up to 3 million poor people a year from going blind, and to alleviate Vitamin A deficiency—which compromises the immune system—in a quarter of a billion people a year. But unwarranted fears of "frankenfoods" have kept Golden Rice from widespread use in the developing world. In a study published last year in the journal Environment and Development Economics, scholars at Technische Universität München and the University of California, Berkeley estimated those delays resulted in the loss of 1.4 million life years over the past decade—and that was just in India. 

There are moments when Pope Francis seems to comprehend all this. In his encyclical, he quotes the now-sainted Pope John Paul II that "science and technology are wonderful products of a God-given human creativity," and asks, "How can we not feel gratitude and appreciation for this progress?" But a few short pages later he suggests that "a decrease in the pace of production and consumption" would yet be for the best. The lasting impression is not of a staunch anti-capitalist tirelessly advocating for a well-thought-out alternative to the present system, but of a man confused about how to achieve the things he wants. 

Nowhere is that confusion clearer than when Pope Francis discusses the environment, the overarching topic of Laudato Si. To preserve the earth he wants us to live simpler lives, as by the example he's set by eschewing the lavish trappings of the papacy. But he goes further than that, not just calling for individual restraint but also for government enforcement of what amounts to a reduction in overall economic activity. It does not seem to occur to him that this prescription might have adverse effects for the people still struggling to pull themselves out of desperate conditions and into the type of comfortable life he's asking the rest of us to forgo. For the poor, the problem isn't too much consumption, but too little wealth to afford the basic things the First World takes for granted. 

 

To Save the Planet, Empower More Consumers 

But perhaps, as the pope suggests, slower economic growth really is required if we are to save the planet? 

Here, too, Pope Francis suffers from a blindness to empirical reality. Over and over throughout Laudato Si, he writes about the importance of protecting "God's handiwork," of providing access to green spaces, of "learning to see and appreciate beauty," and of living in "harmony with creation." But over and over we've seen that the type of concern for the environment he's describing is a luxury good—that is, a thing people consume more of as they become richer. 

This should be surprising to no one. It's been more than 70 years since Abraham Maslow introduced the idea that human needs can be organized into a hierarchy—and that until a person has satisfied her basic requirements for food, shelter, safety, and the like, she won't be motivated to pursue higher-level needs, like friendship and "self-actualization." While Pope Francis is not wrong to suggest that clean air and beautiful vistas matter, he seems to overlook how much less they matter to the mother in Burundi who cannot feed her children than they do to the white-collar professional in the U.S. or his native Argentina. 

Again, Pope Francis comes maddeningly close to acknowledging this in his encyclical. "In some countries," he writes, "there are positive examples of environmental improvement: rivers, polluted for decades, have been cleaned up; native woodlands have been restored; landscapes have been beautified thanks to environmental renewal projects; beautiful buildings have been erected; advances have been made in the production of non-polluting energy…" But he ignores that it's in the most developed parts of the world where the push for sustainability and green energy, for living slow and eating local, for highway beautification and Earth Day and nearly every other conservation effort originate. 

The pope decries "the unruly growth of many cities, which have become unhealthy to live in." He does not seem to recognize that the cities that are true horrors to live in are the very places that would benefit most from robust economic activity. He condemns "the pollution produced by the companies which operate in less developed countries in ways they never could do at home." He does not consider that rich Americans and Europeans can afford to care about such things because we're not malnourished or dying of malaria. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) released data last year showing that the most air-polluted cities on the planet are all in India, Pakistan, and Iran. The lowest concentrations of particulate matter are meanwhile found in Iceland, Australia, and Canada. 

Both the economics and the history are clear: The more prosperous the developing world becomes, the more it too will be able to demand and achieve livable conditions. If your goal is to move the world to concern for the preservation of biodiversity, the answer is economic growth. If you want to increase access to clean water, the solution is to increase global wealth, and the consumer power that comes with it. Studies have shown that deforestation reverses when a country's annual GDP reaches about $3,000 per capita. While some environmental indicators do get worse during the early stages of industrialization, the widely accepted Environmental Kuznets Curve hypothesis convincingly argues that they quickly reverse themselves when national income grows beyond a certain threshold. If the pope wants a cleaner world, the best way to get there is by creating a richer world—something Pope Francis' own policy recommendations will make more difficult. 

Why This Matters to Me 

Watching someone a billion people look to for moral guidance—and who's been known to broker political agreements between world leaders—assume a critical posture toward capitalism is troubling to me as a believer in free markets. But it's not just that I fear the pope is weakening public support for the economic freedom that increases standards of living while minimizing poverty. It's also that when Pope Francis slanders the "magical" thinking of people who trust markets more than government, he's reinforcing the already widespread idea that libertarianism and religion aren't compatible. 

As a churchgoing, Christ-loving Catholic, I feel duty-bound to push back against that notion. It's not the case that Rome demands fidelity on matters of economic policy—or that everything a pope teaches must be accepted by the faithful as correct. Actually, the ability to make unerring declarations is narrowly circumscribed according to Church teachings. To quote directly from the Second Vatican Council's Lumen Gentium (emphasis mine), "The Roman Pontiff, head of the college of bishops, enjoys this infallibility in virtue of his office, when, as supreme pastor and teacher of all the faithful...he proclaims by a definitive act a doctrine pertaining to faith or morals." 

In practice, such "definitive acts," in which a pope makes clear he's teaching "from the chair" of Jesus, are almost vanishingly rare. 

"Catholic social teaching is not a detailed policy platform that all Catholics are obliged to sign on to," says Catholic University's Jay W. Richards. "It's an articulation of what I'd refer to as 'perennial principles.'...The encyclicals themselves frequently recognize that it falls to Catholic laymen and laywomen, in their respective roles, to take the principles and apply them in concrete situations." 

Even Pope Francis himself has noted that "neither the Pope nor the Church have a monopoly on the interpretation of social realities or the proposal of solutions to contemporary problems." The passage, from Evangelii Gaudium, continues: 

Here I can repeat the insightful observation of Pope Paul VI: "In the face of such widely varying situations, it is difficult for us to utter a unified message and to put forward a solution which has universal validity. This is not our ambition, nor is it our mission. It is up to the Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own country. 

In other words, a faithful Catholic need not always agree with a sitting pope. The New York Times columnist Ross Douthat has repeatedly encouraged the faithful to consider that we might actually have a responsibility to resist the pope so as to help preserve the Church from error. The Catechism of the Catholic Church says that "in all he says and does, man is obliged to follow faithfully what he knows to be just and right"—that is, to listen to his "moral conscience." And so, although I respect Pope Francis' office, I feel no compunction in saying I think he needs to reassess his beliefs about the power of free markets to make the world a better place. 

The Freedom to Be Better Christians 

Responding to the pope's statements and writings on these topics is made harder by the fact that, like many non-libertarians, he often blurs the line between private vs. public action. Is he simply encouraging people to resist avarice and demonstrate more Christian charity at an individual level? Or is he condemning the capitalist system and suggesting it be replaced at a government level? We know the pope distrusts "the unregulated market." But does he think extensive laws are needed to constrict people's choices and redistribute their property? Or can moral actors, making ethical consumption decisions and voluntarily sharing what they have with the less fortunate, provide regulation enough? 

Much of what the pope writes seems to be concerned with micro-level, personal behavior. Consider this passage from Laudato Si: "We are speaking of an attitude of the heart…which accepts each moment as a gift from God to be lived to the full. Jesus taught us this attitude when he invited us to contemplate the lilies of the field and the birds of the air…and in this way he showed us the way to overcome that unhealthy anxiety which makes us superficial, aggressive and compulsive consumers." 

To the extent he's simply urging his followers to better live out our Christian vocations, I find little on which to disagree. A pastor's job is to be concerned with the eternal souls of his flock. It's true that "an appreciation of the immense dignity of the poor" is "one of our deepest convictions as believers," and the Church has always encouraged its members to be good stewards of natural creation. Moreover, the Holy Father is right to warn that "the mere amassing of things and pleasures are not enough to give meaning and joy to the human heart." Economists describe people as utility, not profit, maximizers. Even the most rigid libertarian knows the pursuit of happiness is more than the pursuit of material wealth. 

But Pope Francis often goes beyond just reminding Christians of our "call to sainthood." In a speech at the World Meeting of Popular Movements this summer in Bolivia he said: "Let us say no to an economy of exclusion and inequality, where money rules, rather than service. That economy kills. That economy excludes. That economy destroys Mother Earth." Note that here it isn't just "compulsive consumerism" and "unfettered greed" in his crosshairs—it's the economy itself. This gives credence to the idea that he thinks the very structures of the market system need to be upended. 

"The problem is [Pope Francis] doesn't clearly make distinctions between capitalism and trade and greed and corporatism," like the kind he would have seen in Argentina, Catholic University's Richards says. "My sense is he's skeptical of what he thinks capitalism is, but also that he hasn't made a careful study of these things." 

Evidence that the pope is working with an inaccurate picture of what capitalists really believe comes from Evangelii Gaudium, wherein he wrote that we exhibit "a crude and naïve trust in the goodness of those wielding economic power." Richards thinks Pope Francis fundamentally misunderstands Adam Smith's key insight: that even if the people who "wield economic power" are narrowly self-interested, the market will orient their behavior in a way that benefits others. 

"Now as a matter of fact we live in a fallen world, and so the question is: What is the best economic arrangement to either mitigate human selfishness or even to channel it into something socially beneficial?" Richards asks. "Precisely the reason I believe in limited government and a free economy is because it's the best of the live alternatives at channeling both people's creativity and ingenuity, but also their greed." 

The pope doesn't see it that way. From his perspective, either you support unfettered capitalism or you care about poverty. Among free marketeers, he says dismissively, the problems of the poor "are brought up as an afterthought, a question which gets added almost out of duty or in a tangential way, if not treated merely as collateral damage." But that is a deeply uncharitable characterization of those who see things differently than he does. The people I know who invest their time and talent into defending economic freedom do so not in spite of the effect we think a capitalist system has on the least among us, but because of it. As John Mackey, the co-founder of Whole Foods (a company that's a leader in philanthropic giving), argues in a recent interview with Reason, one of the strongest moral arguments for capitalism is that it alleviates poverty. 

That's not to say we shouldn't still be working to transcend our fallen nature. Within a free society there's plenty of space, for those who are so inclined, to heed Pope Francis' appeal—to be less materialistic, more selfless, truer disciples of Christ. In fact, I've argued that only a liberalized economic order grants people the autonomy to choose for themselves to be generous. If you don't have the freedom to accumulate treasure, how can you possibly share it with the world?

 

 

 

WSJ
Pope Francis, Unfettered
The opposite of market competition isn’t cooperation—it’s collusion.
by William McGurn

If you were poor—not a little poor, but downright struggling to put bread on the family table—which society would offer you more hope? 

Some Latin American nation whose leaders eschew the competition of those soulless Yanquis to the north? Or that paragon of dog-eat-dog capitalism, Hong Kong?

It’s a question Pope Francis might ask himself as he begins his first visit to the United States. In his travels, the pope likes to contrast the great abundance of the 21st century with the hundreds of millions of men and women who still live like the Gospel beggar feeding on scraps that fall from the rich man’s table. And Francis is pretty sure whom to blame for it too.

In his apostolic exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, the pope says this: “Today everything comes under the laws of competition and the survival of the fittest, where the powerful feed upon the powerless. As a consequence, masses of people find themselves excluded and marginalized: without work, without possibilities, without any means of escape.” 

“Such an economy,” he goes on to say, “kills.” This description is music to some ears. In his speech welcoming the pope to Havana on Saturday, Raúl Castro noted that Cuba shares the papal disdain for an economic order that has “globalized capital and turned money into its idol.”

Now, some will say Pope Francis is not against capitalism itself, only “unfettered” or “unbridled” capitalism, as in the “unfettered pursuit of money” he assailed during his July visit to Bolivia. It’s also true that Christian warnings about the love of money go back to the Apostle Paul. 

But this pope’s assault on the global economy suggests he believes the whole idea fundamentally disordered, leading to a world where competition is exalted over cooperation and people grow rich by exploiting the poor. 

Only one problem. Even the most cursory look at the world confirms the opposite: The more fetters imposed on competitive markets, the harder life gets for those stuck at the bottom.

In fact, the poor fare much better in places such as Hong Kong, Taiwan or Korea, where markets and competition are relatively open, than they do in Latin America or Africa, where competition is far more limited. To put it another way, it isn’t global competition that makes nations poor but their isolation from it. 

Why do critics such as Pope Francis have such a hard time seeing this? A big part is that they misconstrue the nature of market competition. They want what the pope calls a “cooperative economy.” 

But competition in a free market is not like competition in a boxing match, where the outcome is one winner and one loser. It’s about sellers vying to please a third party: the customer. This is why capitalists do not think of themselves as pro-business. To the contrary, capitalists insist that businesses must earn their success by competing to please customers. 

Look at it this way. Brazil has a state-run, quasi-monopoly called Petrobras, the largest company in South America. The government shields it from competition on the grounds that the people of Brazil will benefit.

But who have actually benefited? Prosecutors say it is Petrobras execs, who grew rich on kickbacks, and the Working Party politicos they are said to have bribed. Anyone really want to argue that Brazil’s downtrodden are better off with an economy that protects Petrobras at the expense of competitors who might offer workers more jobs and customers better products? 

Or what about Venezuela, where Hugo Chávez nationalized huge chunks of the economy and appropriated the property of foreign companies. Are we surprised that Venezuela’s richest woman turns out to be the late Chávez’s daughter?

Come to think of it, what about Argentina? The pope’s native land used to rank among the world’s wealthiest. Today it is a synonym for crony capitalism—and decline.

Can it be just a coincidence that governments that fetter their economies in the name of social justice generally end up with more corruption and a class of elites enriching themselves on political connections while all others are left to fend for themselves? In this light, is it not a tragedy that a pope whose heart belongs to the poor reserves all his moral outrage for the one economic system that has already lifted billions of desperate people out of poverty? 

Might not some papal outrage be directed at governments and leaders who, in the name of workers and justice, intervene in the economy in ways that make everyday life more costly, crush opportunity and cheat the have-nots of a future of hope and dignity? 

A gentle way of suggesting that perhaps the best fetters for an economy are not regulatory and interventionist but legal and moral: a functioning rule of law operating inside a healthy, humane culture. Because if we’ve learned anything from Latin America, it’s that the opposite of market competition isn’t, as the pope seems to believe, cooperation. 

It’s collusion.

 

 

 

Jewish World Review
The Left Has Its Pope
by Thomas Sowell

Pope Francis has created political controversy, both inside and outside the Catholic Church, by blaming capitalism for many of the problems of the poor. We can no doubt expect more of the same during his visit to the United States.

Pope Francis is part of a larger trend of the rise of the political left among Catholic intellectuals. He is, in a sense, the culmination of that trend.

There has long been a political left among Catholics, as among other Americans. Often they were part of the pragmatic left, as in the many old Irish-run, big city political machines that dispensed benefits to the poor in exchange for their votes, as somewhat romantically depicted in the movie classic, "The Last Hurrah."

But there has also been a more ideological left. Where the Communists had their official newspaper, "The Daily Worker," there was also "The Catholic Worker" published by Dorothy Day.

A landmark in the evolution of the ideological left among Catholics was a publication in the 1980s, by the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, titled "Pastoral Letter on Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy."

Although this publication was said to be based on Catholic teachings, one of its principal contributors, Archbishop Rembert Weakland, said: "I think we should be up front and say that really we took this from the Enlightenment era."

The specifics of the Bishops' Pastoral Letter reflect far more of the secular Enlightenment of the 18th century than of Catholic traditions. Archbishop Weakland admitted that such an Enlightenment figure as Thomas Paine "is now coming back through a strange channel."

Strange indeed. Paine rejected the teachings of "any church that I know of," including "the Roman church." He said: "My own mind is my own church." Nor was Paine unusual among the leading figures of the 18th century Enlightenment.

To base social or moral principles on the philosophy of the 18th century Enlightenment, and then call the result "Catholic teachings" suggests something like bait-and-switch advertising.

But, putting aside religious or philosophical questions, we have more than two centuries of historical evidence of what has actually happened as the ideas of people like those Enlightenment figures were put into practice in the real world — beginning with the French Revolution and its disastrous aftermath.

Both the authors of the Bishops' Pastoral Letter in the 1980s, and Pope Francis today, blithely throw around the phrase "the poor," and blame poverty on what other people are doing or not doing to or for "the poor."

Any serious look at the history of human beings over the millennia shows that the species began in poverty. It is not poverty, but prosperity, that needs explaining. Poverty is automatic, but prosperity requires many things — none of which is equally distributed around the world or even within a given society.

Geographic settings are radically different, both among nations and within nations. So are demographic differences, with some nations and groups having a median age over 40 and others having a median age under 20. This means that some groups have several times as much adult work experience as others. Cultures are also radically different in many ways.

As distinguished economic historian David S. Landes put it, "The world has never been a level playing field." But which has a better track record of helping the less fortunate — fighting for a bigger slice of the economic pie, or producing a bigger pie?

In 1900, only 3 percent of American homes had electric lights but more than 99 percent had them before the end of the century. Infant mortality rates were 165 per thousand in 1900 and 7 per thousand by 1997. By 2001, most Americans living below the official poverty line had central air conditioning, a motor vehicle, cable television with multiple TV sets, and other amenities.

A scholar specializing in the study of Latin America said that the official poverty level in the United States is the upper middle class in Mexico. The much criticized market economy of the United States has done far more for the poor than the ideology of the left.

Pope Francis' own native Argentina was once among the leading economies of the world, before it was ruined by the kind of ideological notions he is now promoting around the world.
 

 

 

 

Years Off My Life
A Red Army General's Experiences of the Soviet Purges
by Aleksandr Gorbatov

W. W. Norton (New York)  1964

 

 

Before the story of Sanka  Gorbatov's enterprise here's a little bit to set the scene. (Sanka is the diminutive form of Alexsandr)
 

I was born in 1892. ...
 

"... Because we could never afford to buy good horses they never lasted more than a year or two with us. At that time a really good cart-horse cost sixty or seventy roubles; we bought ours for ten or fifteen, and once we got one for seven. They were already well past their prime by then.  When they died I used to help my father skin them. This had to be done very carefully as each blemish from the knife lovered the value of the skin, and for a clean skin we could get three or four roubles towards another horse. ...
 

... I started my three years of schooling in the autumn of 1899. ..."
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A trip with his father to find work ended in a fight and young Gorbatov walked home. Two hundred miles! At eleven he was the oldest at home and he was supposed to help the family.
 

"... I did not go back to Ryazan but spent the rest of that winter racking my brains to think of a way to augment the family budget. In our village the girls spent the long winter evenings together spinning wool and knitting mittens and gloves for sale. When they all came to our house it was my job to splinter some matchwood for a light and set it up and see that it burned well and evenly and the ash dropped neatly into a bowl of water. The girls were quite happy with this type of light. In fact they were so skillful that the could knit in the dark without dropping a stitch.
 

One such evening an idea occurred to me. The things they knitted were normally sold in nearby Shuya for twelve or thirteen kopeks a pair. Supposing instead of selling them in Shuya we took them by sledge to places further away where there was little knitting done? Surely they would fetch a much better price? Next morning I suggested this to my mother. She agreed in principle but reckoned that to do any good we would have to take them forty-five or fifty miles away, and that was too far for a small boy (I was small - I didn't start growing properly till I was sixteen) to drag a sledge, and the volume of goods did not justify taking the horse; that would cut the profit.
 

The idea of earning something by my own efforts fascinated me, however, and besides I was already looking forward to the journey. I pointed out to my mother that for a 'small boy' who had recently walked the best part of two hundred miles on his own it was hardly a stiff proposition to pull a few mittens forty-five miles on a sledge. Finally, with much sighing and complaining, she agreed and we got down to planning the trip. We worked out how many pairs I should take and what I should charge. According to my calculations, and I was good at arithmetic, we would clear three roubles more than we could get for the same goods in Shuya. That was almost as much as Nikolai earned in a week. My  clothes were patched and the sledge put in order and we borrowed another seventy  pairs of mittens for the neighbours in addition to what we had ourselves. At last I was ready.
 

I remember that day very clearly. My mother and I set out together. She took me the first part of the journey with the horse and I sat proudly on the sledge beside the two large sackfuls of mittens. After ten miles or so we unhitched the sledge and said our goodbyes. My mother wept as she game me her blessing, sobbing, "Sanka, you will come back won't you?" It was very hard for me to leave her, in fact I howled as soon as she and the horse had disappeared round a bend in the road. I loved my mother very much. Then I adjusted the load on the sledge, hitched the harness round my shoulders and set off on my journey.
 

The going was quite good and I soon covered the remaining six or seven miles to the first large village, where I put up for the night. Next morning at the market there was a big demand for my mittens. With some trepidation I raised my price by three kopeks a pair - and sold half a sackful! Much encouraged I set off for the next big village that has a market. At each small settlement I passed through on the way I cried my wares like a real peddler: 'Mittens! Fine mittens for sale!' I stopped from time to time, displayed my goods and, growing bolder, gradually put up the price by a further four kopeks. Business was equally brisk in the next market village.
 

I was now some forty miles from home, and could easily have sold the remaining pairs on my way back, but I decided to go another few miles further on, where there was another large village , and sell them there. It was the right decision because, with a further five kopeks on the price, I sold another sixty pairs. With only twenty pairs left I turned back for home. I had sold out completely by the time I got home, to the great delight of my mother and the family.  The neighbours came round: 'Just think!' they said, 'such a small boy but such a good worker!' In a week exactly I had earned seven roubles and ten kopeks. 
 

Three days later I was fitting myself out for another trip. Nearly all our own mittens had gone on the first trip, so we bought most of my stock from the neighbours. The day I left there was a hard frost, with a driving wind and intermittent snowstorms. Parting from my mother was not so hard this times. She even managed a little smile as she saw me off.
 

I was deep in the forest and miles from any houses when two wolves stepped out on to the path a little way in front of me. I stopped dead, terrifyingly conscious of my helpless position. The wolves, too , had stopped and were looking in my directions. They could almost have been discussing what to do about me. After what seemed an age they loped off and disappeared in the forest. Still I stood rooted to the spot undecided where to go on or return to the last village I had passed. It was pride that made me go on eventually, but for some time after that I cast fearful glances from side to side, until I was overtaken by a horse and cart and got a lift to the next village.
 

With experience my confidence increased and business went better and better. In that second seven-day trip I took nine roubles forty kopeks and when I got home I found I was the talk of the district. A steady stream of relations and neighbours came to the house to gape at the 'expert'. My mother was proud indeed of her Sanka, and there was respect in the eyes of my brothers and sisters. I felt like a hero. ..."
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexander_Gorbatov
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