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Ethics, Finance and the Market
Flavio Felice(
The worrisome news we have been reading on the judicial pages over the past few days outlines a gloomy picture of our country’s economic and financial situation. Suppositions of crime are emerging, and if they should be confirmed over the course of the investigations, this would be of an unprecedented seriousness calling for an extremely severe verdict against a good part of the Italian ruling class of the past decade. A political and economic elite that, paradoxically, in the citizens’ hopes should have remedied the errors and scandals of the previous ruling class, which was perhaps swept away with extreme superficiality through the judicial branch and by public scorn. God does not want the same error to recur. Presently nobody can say what will happen: if we are faced with another Bribesville, if we will have to get ready for a widespread “clanking” of handcuffs, or if it is a question of the system’s physiological and healthy rejection of a body deemed foreign and harmful (but foreign and harmful for whom?). Nobody can say today whether the removed part has already generated metastasis or if it is an isolated lump, which once eliminated will allow the body to go back to its optimum functioning (but optimum for whom?). The people involved will certainly have to answer for their actions and, if possible, make up for the disrepute that the economic and financial institutions they managed and represented have fallen into. One thing is certain. We have to get ready for a long period of rancour and ideological instrumentations. The undependability of the Catholics, the hypocrisy of the Left and the profiteering of the Right will be brought up. Each one of these idealtypical denouncements presents several elements of truth, even though it does not necessarily state the truth. It is however a fact that over the past few years the ugly Parmalat affair and the wire-tapping of the Bank of Italy’s governor, and today its developments with the relevant arrests of Fiorani & Co., call for a serious reflection on the ethical perspective that should incite Catholics who work in the economic and financial sphere. To this regard, an extremely irksome schizophrenia seems to be emerging, a standoffish attitude that swings between the irrational condemnation of the market, meant as a place of robbery and a hotbed of all vices, and the unscrupulous use of its institutions up to the point of doing violence to them, only to then perhaps plead more noble causes (there is always a more noble cause). I believe that the moment has arrived for Catholics to start rigorously reflecting on concepts such as market and enterprise, but without falling into the dual trap just mentioned and into the temptation of swaying between dogmatic rationalism and obtuse moralism. In the first place, it should be stressed that the market is a tool as necessary as it is humble, since it stands on the consciousness of our limitations, on the inevitable dispersion of knowledge and consequently on the reciprocal need of the other. Rather than being a “place” to be occupied, the market is a relational process. It is the whole of the relationships through which every person tries to satisfy his own needs by having recourse to satisfying the needs of others. Whether the market expresses itself through barter, shells, money or securities, the logic that governs its processes does not change a bit. As for enterprise, a notion of personalistic roots emerges from John Paul II’s observation. Its social function lies in its ability to create value and, as is true for any other dimension of man’s actions, its ethical valuation depends on the behaviour, motivations and, in general, on the ethical horizon of its professionals. “A situation, and thus an institution, a structure or a society, is not in itself a subject of moral actions; therefore, it cannot in itself be good or bad” (Reconciliatio et Poenitentia). This means that a genuinely human action that is not ethical is inconceivable, so that there is a real possibility of contributing to the building of an ethically adequate market economy. As if to say that an economy without ethics would not even be configurable as an economy, but rather, to use an expression borrowed from Sturzo, we would be in the field of “diseconomy”. By that we do not mean to say that a profit is not obtained in the case of “diseconomy”, as from our point of view “diseconomy” is entirely compatible with wealth, but simply that this profit is the result of fraud, embezzlement, and deceit, and not of true economic operations. 
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