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My appeal 

13. 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, for we know that things can change. 

The Creator does not abandon us; he never forsakes his loving plan or repents of having created us. 

Humanity still has the ability to work together in building our common home. Here I want to 

recognize, encourage and thank all those striving in countless ways to guarantee the protection of 

the home which we share. Particular appreciation is owed to those who tirelessly seek to resolve the 

tragic effects of environmental degradation on the lives of the world’s poorest. Young people 

demand change. They wonder how anyone can claim to be building a better future without thinking 

of the environmental crisis and the sufferings of the excluded. 

14. 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. The worldwide ecological movement has 

already made considerable progress and led to the establishment of numerous organizations 

committed to raising awareness of these challenges. Regrettably, many efforts to seek concrete 

solutions to the environmental crisis have proved ineffective, not only because of powerful 

opposition but also because of a more general lack of interest. Obstructionist attitudes, even on the 

part of believers, can range from denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant resignation or 

blind confidence in technical solutions. We require a new and universal solidarity. As the bishops of 

Southern Africa have stated: “Everyone’s talents and involvement are needed to redress the damage 

caused by human abuse of God’s creation”. [22] All of us can cooperate as instruments of God for 

the care of creation, each according to his or her own culture, experience, involvements and talents. 

15. It is my hope that this Encyclical Letter, which is now added to the body of the Church’s social 

teaching, can help us to acknowledge the appeal, immensity and urgency of the challenge we face. I 

will begin by briefly reviewing several aspects of the present ecological crisis, with the aim of 

drawing on the results of the best scientific research available today, letting them touch us deeply 

and provide a concrete foundation for the ethical and spiritual itinerary that follows. I will then 

consider some principles drawn from the Judaeo-Christian tradition which can render our 

commitment to the environment more coherent. I will then attempt to get to the roots of the present 

situation, so as to consider not only its symptoms but also its deepest causes. This will help to 

provide an approach to ecology which respects our unique place as human beings in this world and 

our relationship to our surroundings. In light of this reflection, I will advance some broader 

proposals for dialogue and action which would involve each of us as individuals, and also affect 

international policy. Finally, convinced as I am that change is impossible without motivation and a 

process of education, I will offer some inspired guidelines for human development to be found in 

the treasure of Christian spiritual experience. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn22
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16. Although each chapter will have its own subject and specific approach, it will also take up and 

re-examine important questions previously dealt with. This is particularly the case with a number of 

themes which will reappear as the Encyclical unfolds. As examples, I will point to the intimate 

relationship between the poor and the fragility of the planet, the conviction that everything in the 

world is connected, the critique of new paradigms and forms of power derived from technology, the 

call to seek other ways of understanding the economy and progress, the value proper to each 

creature, the human meaning of ecology, the need for forthright and honest debate, the serious 

responsibility of international and local policy, the throwaway culture and the proposal of a new 

lifestyle. These questions will not be dealt with once and for all, but reframed and enriched again 

and again. 

CHAPTER ONE 

WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR COMMON HOME 

17. Theological and philosophical reflections on the situation of humanity and the world can sound 

tiresome and abstract, unless they are grounded in a fresh analysis of our present situation, which is 

in many ways unprecedented in the history of humanity. So, before considering how faith brings 

new incentives and requirements with regard to the world of which we are a part, I will briefly turn 

to what is happening to our common home. 

18. The continued acceleration of changes affecting humanity and the planet is coupled today with a 

more intensified pace of life and work which might be called “rapidification”. Although change is 

part of the working of complex systems, the speed with which human activity has developed 

contrasts with the naturally slow pace of biological evolution. Moreover, the goals of this rapid and 

constant change are not necessarily geared to the common good or to integral and sustainable 

human development. Change is something desirable, yet it becomes a source of anxiety when it 

causes harm to the world and to the quality of life of much of humanity. 

19. Following a period of irrational confidence in progress and human abilities, some sectors of 

society are now adopting a more critical approach. We see increasing sensitivity to the environment 

and the need to protect nature, along with a growing concern, both genuine and distressing, for what 

is happening to our planet. Let us review, however cursorily, those questions which are troubling us 

today and which we can no longer sweep under the carpet. Our goal is not to amass information or 

to satisfy curiosity, but rather to become painfully aware, to dare to turn what is happening to the 

world into our own personal suffering and thus to discover what each of us can do about it. 

I. POLLUTION AND CLIMATE CHANGE 

Pollution, waste and the throwaway culture 

20. Some forms of pollution are part of people’s daily experience. Exposure to atmospheric 

pollutants produces a broad spectrum of health hazards, especially for the poor, and causes millions 

of premature deaths. People take sick, for example, from breathing high levels of smoke from fuels 

used in cooking or heating. There is also pollution that affects everyone, caused by transport, 

industrial fumes, substances which contribute to the acidification of soil and water, fertilizers, 

insecticides, fungicides, herbicides and agrotoxins in general. Technology, which, linked to 
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business interests, is presented as the only way of solving these problems, in fact proves incapable 

of seeing the mysterious network of relations between things and so sometimes solves one problem 

only to create others. 

21. Account must also be taken of the pollution produced by residue, including dangerous waste 

present in different areas. Each year hundreds of millions of tons of waste are generated, much of it 

non-biodegradable, highly toxic and radioactive, from homes and businesses, from construction and 

demolition sites, from clinical, electronic and industrial sources. The earth, our home, is beginning 

to look more and more like an immense pile of filth. In many parts of the planet, the elderly lament 

that once beautiful landscapes are now covered with rubbish. Industrial waste and chemical 

products utilized in cities and agricultural areas can lead to bioaccumulation in the organisms of the 

local population, even when levels of toxins in those places are low. Frequently no measures are 

taken until after people’s health has been irreversibly affected. 

22. These problems are closely linked to a throwaway culture which affects the excluded just as it 

quickly reduces things to rubbish. To cite one example, most of the paper we produce is thrown 

away and not recycled. It is hard for us to accept that the way natural ecosystems work is 

exemplary: plants synthesize nutrients which feed herbivores; these in turn become food for 

carnivores, which produce significant quantities of organic waste which give rise to new 

generations of plants. But our industrial system, at the end of its cycle of production and 

consumption, has not developed the capacity to absorb and reuse waste and by-products. We have 

not yet managed to adopt a circular model of production capable of preserving resources for present 

and future generations, while limiting as much as possible the use of non-renewable resources, 

moderating their consumption, maximizing their efficient use, reusing and recycling them. A 

serious consideration of this issue would be one way of counteracting the throwaway culture which 

affects the entire planet, but it must be said that only limited progress has been made in this 

regard… 

II. THE ISSUE OF WATER 

27. Other indicators of the present situation have to do with the depletion of natural resources. We 

all know that it is not possible to sustain the present level of consumption in developed countries 

and wealthier sectors of society, where the habit of wasting and discarding has reached 

unprecedented levels. The exploitation of the planet has already exceeded acceptable limits and we 

still have not solved the problem of poverty. 

28. Fresh drinking water is an issue of primary importance, since it is indispensable for human life 

and for supporting terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. Sources of fresh water are necessary for 

health care, agriculture and industry. Water supplies used to be relatively constant, but now in many 

places demand exceeds the sustainable supply, with dramatic consequences in the short and long 

term. Large cities dependent on significant supplies of water have experienced periods of shortage, 

and at critical moments these have not always been administered with sufficient oversight and 

impartiality. Water poverty especially affects Africa where large sectors of the population have no 

access to safe drinking water or experience droughts which impede agricultural production. Some 

countries have areas rich in water while others endure drastic scarcity. 
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29. One particularly serious problem is the quality of water available to the poor. Every day, unsafe 

water results in many deaths and the spread of water-related diseases, including those caused by 

microorganisms and chemical substances. Dysentery and cholera, linked to inadequate hygiene and 

water supplies, are a significant cause of suffering and of infant mortality. Underground water 

sources in many places are threatened by the pollution produced in certain mining, farming and 

industrial activities, especially in countries lacking adequate regulation or controls. It is not only a 

question of industrial waste. Detergents and chemical products, commonly used in many places of 

the world, continue to pour into our rivers, lakes and seas… 

III. LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY 

32. The earth’s resources are also being plundered because of short-sighted approaches to the 

economy, commerce and production. The loss of forests and woodlands entails the loss of species 

which may constitute extremely important resources in the future, not only for food but also for 

curing disease and other uses. Different species contain genes which could be key resources in years 

ahead for meeting human needs and regulating environmental problems. 

33. It is not enough, however, to think of different species merely as potential “resources” to be 

exploited, while overlooking the fact that they have value in themselves. Each year sees the 

disappearance of thousands of plant and animal species which we will never know, which our 

children will never see, because they have been lost for ever. The great majority become extinct for 

reasons related to human activity. Because of us, thousands of species will no longer give glory to 

God by their very existence, nor convey their message to us. We have no such right. 

34. It may well disturb us to learn of the extinction of mammals or birds, since they are more 

visible. But the good functioning of ecosystems also requires fungi, algae, worms, insects, reptiles 

and an innumerable variety of microorganisms. Some less numerous species, although generally 

unseen, nonetheless play a critical role in maintaining the equilibrium of a particular place. Human 

beings must intervene when a geosystem reaches a critical state. But nowadays, such intervention in 

nature has become more and more frequent. As a consequence, serious problems arise, leading to 

further interventions; human activity becomes ubiquitous, with all the risks which this entails. Often 

a vicious circle results, as human intervention to resolve a problem further aggravates the situation. 

For example, many birds and insects which disappear due to synthetic agrotoxins are helpful for 

agriculture: their disappearance will have to be compensated for by yet other techniques which may 

well prove harmful. We must be grateful for the praiseworthy efforts being made by scientists and 

engineers dedicated to finding solutions to man-made problems. But a sober look at our world 

shows that the degree of human intervention, often in the service of business interests and 

consumerism, is actually making our earth less rich and beautiful, ever more limited and grey, even 

as technological advances and consumer goods continue to abound limitlessly. We seem to think 

that we can substitute an irreplaceable and irretrievable beauty with something which we have 

created ourselves… 

IV. DECLINE IN THE QUALITY OF HUMAN LIFE AND THE BREAKDOWN OF 

SOCIETY 
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43. Human beings too are creatures of this world, enjoying a right to life and happiness, and 

endowed with unique dignity. So we cannot fail to consider the effects on people’s lives of 

environmental deterioration, current models of development and the throwaway culture. 

44. Nowadays, for example, we are conscious of the disproportionate and unruly growth of many 

cities, which have become unhealthy to live in, not only because of pollution caused by toxic 

emissions but also as a result of urban chaos, poor transportation, and visual pollution and noise. 

Many cities are huge, inefficient structures, excessively wasteful of energy and water. 

Neighbourhoods, even those recently built, are congested, chaotic and lacking in sufficient green 

space. We were not meant to be inundated by cement, asphalt, glass and metal, and deprived of 

physical contact with nature. 

45. In some places, rural and urban alike, the privatization of certain spaces has restricted people’s 

access to places of particular beauty. In others, “ecological” neighbourhoods have been created 

which are closed to outsiders in order to ensure an artificial tranquillity. Frequently, we find 

beautiful and carefully manicured green spaces in so-called “safer” areas of cities, but not in the 

more hidden areas where the disposable of society live. 

46. The social dimensions of global change include the effects of technological innovations on 

employment, social exclusion, an inequitable distribution and consumption of energy and other 

services, social breakdown, increased violence and a rise in new forms of social aggression, drug 

trafficking, growing drug use by young people, and the loss of identity. These are signs that the 

growth of the past two centuries has not always led to an integral development and an improvement 

in the quality of life. Some of these signs are also symptomatic of real social decline, the silent 

rupture of the bonds of integration and social cohesion. 

47. Furthermore, when media and the digital world become omnipresent, their influence can stop 

people from learning how to live wisely, to think deeply and to love generously. In this context, the 

great sages of the past run the risk of going unheard amid the noise and distractions of an 

information overload. Efforts need to be made to help these media become sources of new cultural 

progress for humanity and not a threat to our deepest riches. True wisdom, as the fruit of self-

examination, dialogue and generous encounter between persons, is not acquired by a mere 

accumulation of data which eventually leads to overload and confusion, a sort of mental pollution. 

Real relationships with others, with all the challenges they entail, now tend to be replaced by a type 

of internet communication which enables us to choose or eliminate relationships at whim, thus 

giving rise to a new type of contrived emotion which has more to do with devices and displays than 

with other people and with nature. Today’s media do enable us to communicate and to share our 

knowledge and affections. Yet at times they also shield us from direct contact with the pain, the 

fears and the joys of others and the complexity of their personal experiences. For this reason, we 

should be concerned that, alongside the exciting possibilities offered by these media, a deep and 

melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal relations, or a harmful sense of isolation, can also 

arise. 

V. GLOBAL INEQUALITY 

48. The human environment and the natural environment deteriorate together; we cannot adequately 

combat environmental degradation unless we attend to causes related to human and social 
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degradation. In fact, the deterioration of the environment and of society affects the most vulnerable 

people on the planet: “Both everyday experience and scientific research show that the gravest 

effects of all attacks on the environment are suffered by the poorest”.[26] For example, the 

depletion of fishing reserves especially hurts small fishing communities without the means to 

replace those resources; water pollution particularly affects the poor who cannot buy bottled water; 

and rises in the sea level mainly affect impoverished coastal populations who have nowhere else to 

go. The impact of present imbalances is also seen in the premature death of many of the poor, in 

conflicts sparked by the shortage of resources, and in any number of other problems which are 

insufficiently represented on global agendas.[27] 

49. It needs to be said that, generally speaking, there is little in the way of clear awareness of 

problems which especially affect the excluded. Yet they are the majority of the planet’s population, 

billions of people. These days, they are mentioned in international political and economic 

discussions, but one often has the impression that their problems 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. Indeed, when all is said and done, they frequently remain at the bottom of the 

pile. This is due partly to the fact that many professionals, opinion makers, communications media 

and centres of power, being located in affluent urban areas, are far removed from the poor, with 

little direct contact with their problems. They live and reason from the comfortable position of a 

high level of development and a quality of life well beyond the reach of the majority of the world’s 

population. This lack of physical contact and encounter, encouraged at times by the disintegration 

of our cities, can lead to a numbing of conscience and to tendentious analyses which neglect parts of 

reality. At times this attitude exists side by side with a “green” rhetoric. Today, however, we have to 

realize that a true ecological approach always becomes a social approach; it 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. 

50. Instead of resolving the problems of the poor and thinking of how the world can be different, 

some can only propose a reduction in the birth rate. At times, developing countries face forms of 

international pressure which make economic assistance contingent on certain policies of 

“reproductive health”. Yet “while it is true that an unequal distribution of the population and of 

available resources creates obstacles to development and a sustainable use of the environment, it 

must nonetheless be recognized that demographic growth is fully compatible with an integral and 

shared development”.[28] To blame population growth instead of extreme and selective 

consumerism on the part of some, is one way of refusing to face the issues. It is an attempt to 

legitimize the present model of distribution, where a minority believes that it has the right to 

consume in a way which can never be universalized, since the planet could not even contain the 

waste products of such consumption. Besides, we know that approximately a third of all food 

produced is discarded, and “whenever food is thrown out it is as if it were stolen from the table of 

the poor”.[29] Still, attention needs to be paid to imbalances in population density, on both national 

and global levels, since a rise in consumption would lead to complex regional situations, as a result 

of the interplay between problems linked to environmental pollution, transport, waste treatment, 

loss of resources and quality of life. 

51. Inequity affects not only individuals but entire countries; it compels us to consider an ethics of 

international relations. A true “ecological debt” exists, particularly between the global north and 

south, connected to commercial imbalances with effects on the environment, and the 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn26
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn27
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn28
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn29
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disproportionate use of natural resources by certain countries over long periods of time. The export 

of raw materials to satisfy markets in the industrialized north has caused harm locally, as for 

example in mercury pollution in gold mining or sulphur dioxide pollution in copper mining. There 

is a pressing need to calculate the use of environmental space throughout the world for depositing 

gas residues which have been accumulating for two centuries and have created a situation which 

currently affects all the countries of the world. The warming caused by huge consumption on the 

part of some rich countries has repercussions on the poorest areas of the world, especially Africa, 

where a rise in temperature, together with drought, has proved devastating for farming. There is also 

the damage caused by the export of solid waste and toxic liquids to developing countries, and by the 

pollution produced by companies which operate in less developed countries in ways they could 

never do at home, in the countries in which they raise their capital: “We note that often the 

businesses which operate this way are multinationals. They do here what they would never do in 

developed countries or the so-called first world. Generally, after ceasing their activity and 

withdrawing, they leave behind great human and environmental liabilities such as unemployment, 

abandoned towns, the depletion of natural reserves, deforestation, the impoverishment of agriculture 

and local stock breeding, open pits, riven hills, polluted rivers and a handful of social works which 

are no longer sustainable”.[30] 

52. The foreign debt of poor countries has become a way of controlling them, yet this is not the case 

where ecological debt is concerned. In different ways, developing countries, where the most 

important reserves of the biosphere are found, continue to fuel the development of richer countries 

at the cost of their own present and future. The land of the southern poor is rich and mostly 

unpolluted, yet access to ownership of goods and resources for meeting vital needs is inhibited by a 

system of commercial relations and ownership which is structurally perverse. The developed 

countries ought to help pay this debt by significantly limiting their consumption of non-renewable 

energy and by assisting poorer countries to support policies and programmes of sustainable 

development. The poorest areas and countries are less capable of adopting new models for reducing 

environmental impact because they lack the wherewithal to develop the necessary processes and to 

cover their costs. We must continue to be aware that, regarding climate change, there 

are differentiated responsibilities. As the United States bishops have said, greater attention must be 

given to “the needs of the poor, the weak and the vulnerable, in a debate often dominated by more 

powerful interests”.[31] We need to strengthen the conviction that we are one single human family. 

There are no frontiers or barriers, political or social, behind which we can hide, still less is there 

room for the globalization of indifference. 

VI. WEAK RESPONSES 

53. These situations have caused sister earth, along with all the abandoned of our world, to cry out, 

pleading that we take another course. Never have we so hurt and mistreated our common home as 

we have in the last two hundred years. Yet we are called to be instruments of God our Father, so 

that our planet might be what he desired when he created it and correspond with his plan for peace, 

beauty and fullness. The problem is that we still lack the culture needed to confront this crisis. We 

lack leadership capable of striking out on new paths and meeting the needs of the present with 

concern for all and without prejudice towards coming generations. The establishment of a legal 

framework which can set clear boundaries and ensure the protection of ecosystems has become 

indispensable; otherwise, the new power structures based on the techno-economic paradigm may 

overwhelm not only our politics but also freedom and justice. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn30
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn31
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54. It is remarkable how weak international political responses have been. The failure of global 

summits on the environment make it plain that our politics are subject to technology and finance. 

There are too many special interests, and economic interests easily end up trumping the common 

good and manipulating information so that their own plans will not be affected. The Aparecida 

Document urges that “the interests of economic groups which irrationally demolish sources of life 

should not prevail in dealing with natural resources”.[32] The alliance between the economy and 

technology ends up sidelining anything unrelated to its immediate interests. Consequently the most 

one can expect is superficial rhetoric, sporadic acts of philanthropy and perfunctory expressions of 

concern for the environment, whereas any genuine attempt by groups within society to introduce 

change is viewed as a nuisance based on romantic illusions or an obstacle to be circumvented. 

55. Some countries are gradually making significant progress, developing more effective controls 

and working to combat corruption. People may well have a growing ecological sensitivity but it has 

not succeeded in changing their harmful habits of consumption which, rather than decreasing, 

appear to be growing all the more. A simple example is the increasing use and power of air-

conditioning. The markets, which immediately benefit from sales, stimulate ever greater demand. 

An outsider looking at our world would be amazed at such behaviour, which at times appears self-

destructive. 

56. In the meantime, economic powers continue to justify the current global system where priority 

tends to be given to speculation and the pursuit of financial gain, which fail to take the context into 

account, let alone the effects on human dignity and the natural environment. Here we see how 

environmental deterioration and human and ethical degradation are closely linked. Many people 

will deny doing anything wrong because distractions constantly dull our consciousness of just how 

limited and finite our world really is. As a result, “whatever is fragile, like the environment, is 

defenceless before the interests of a deified market, which become the only rule”.[33] 

57. It is foreseeable that, once certain resources have been depleted, the scene will be set for new 

wars, albeit under the guise of noble claims. War always does grave harm to the environment and to 

the cultural riches of peoples, risks which are magnified when one considers nuclear arms and 

biological weapons. “Despite the international agreements which prohibit chemical, bacteriological 

and biological warfare, the fact is that laboratory research continues to develop new offensive 

weapons capable of altering the balance of nature”.[34] Politics must pay greater attention to 

foreseeing new conflicts and addressing the causes which can lead to them. But powerful financial 

interests prove most resistant to this effort, and political planning tends to lack breadth of vision. 

What would induce anyone, at this stage, to hold on to power only to be remembered for their 

inability to take action when it was urgent and necessary to do so? 

58. In some countries, 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 and in the improvement of 

public transportation. These achievements do not solve global problems, but they do show that men 

and women are still capable of intervening positively. For all our limitations, gestures of generosity, 

solidarity and care cannot but well up within us, since we were made for love. 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn32
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn33
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn34
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59. At the same time we can note the rise of a false or superficial ecology which bolsters 

complacency and a cheerful recklessness. As often occurs in periods of deep crisis which require 

bold decisions, we are tempted to think that what is happening is not entirely clear. Superficially, 

apart from a few obvious signs of pollution and deterioration, things do not look that serious, and 

the planet could continue as it is for some time. Such evasiveness serves as a licence to carrying on 

with our present lifestyles and models of production and consumption. This is the way human 

beings contrive to feed their self-destructive vices: trying not to see them, trying not to acknowledge 

them, delaying the important decisions and pretending that nothing will happen. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

THE HUMAN ROOTS OF THE ECOLOGICAL CRISIS 

101. It would hardly be helpful to describe symptoms without acknowledging the human origins of 

the ecological crisis. A certain way of understanding human life and activity has gone awry, to the 

serious detriment of the world around us. Should we not pause and consider this? At this stage, I 

propose that we focus on the dominant technocratic paradigm and the place of human beings and of 

human action in the world. 

I. TECHNOLOGY: CREATIVITY AND POWER 

102. Humanity has entered a new era in which our technical prowess has brought us to a crossroads. 

We are the beneficiaries of two centuries of enormous waves of change: steam engines, railways, 

the telegraph, electricity, automobiles, aeroplanes, chemical industries, modern medicine, 

information technology and, more recently, the digital revolution, robotics, biotechnologies and 

nanotechnologies. It is right to rejoice in these advances and to be excited by the immense 

possibilities which they continue to open up before us, for “science and technology are wonderful 

products of a God-given human creativity”.[81] The modification of nature for useful purposes has 

distinguished the human family from the beginning; technology itself “expresses the inner tension 

that impels man gradually to overcome material limitations”.[82] Technology has remedied 

countless evils which used to harm and limit human beings. How can we not feel gratitude and 

appreciation for this progress, especially in the fields of medicine, engineering and 

communications? How could we not acknowledge the work of many scientists and engineers who 

have provided alternatives to make development sustainable? 

103. Technoscience, when well directed, can produce important means of improving the quality of 

human life, from useful domestic appliances to great transportation systems, bridges, buildings and 

public spaces. It can also produce art and enable men and women immersed in the material world to 

“leap” into the world of beauty. Who can deny the beauty of an aircraft or a skyscraper? Valuable 

works of art and music now make use of new technologies. So, in the beauty intended by the one 

who uses new technical instruments and in the contemplation of such beauty, a quantum leap 

occurs, resulting in a fulfilment which is uniquely human. 

104. Yet it must also be recognized that nuclear energy, biotechnology, information technology, 

knowledge of our DNA, and many other abilities which we have acquired, have given us 

tremendous power. More precisely, they have given those with the knowledge, and especially the 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn81
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html#_ftn82
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economic resources to use them, an impressive dominance over the whole of humanity and the 

entire world. Never has humanity had such power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will be used 

wisely, particularly when we consider how it is currently being used. We need but think of the 

nuclear bombs dropped in the middle of the twentieth century, or the array of technology which 

Nazism, Communism and other totalitarian regimes have employed to kill millions of people, to say 

nothing of the increasingly deadly arsenal of weapons available for modern warfare. In whose hands 

does all this power lie, or will it eventually end up? It is extremely risky for a small part of 

humanity to have it. 

105. There is a tendency to believe that every increase in power means “an increase of ‘progress’ 

itself”, an advance in “security, usefulness, welfare and vigour; …an assimilation of new values into 

the stream of culture”,[83] as if reality, goodness and truth automatically flow from technological 

and economic power as such. The fact is that “contemporary man has not been trained to use power 

well”,[84] because our immense technological development has not been accompanied by a 

development in human responsibility, values and conscience. Each age tends to have only a meagre 

awareness of its own limitations. It is possible that we do not grasp the gravity of the challenges 

now before us. “The risk is growing day by day that man will not use his power as he should”; in 

effect, “power is never considered in terms of the responsibility of choice which is inherent in 

freedom” since its “only norms are taken from alleged necessity, from either utility or 

security”.[85] But human beings are not completely autonomous. Our freedom fades when it is 

handed over to the blind forces of the unconscious, of immediate needs, of self-interest, and of 

violence. In this sense, we stand naked and exposed in the face of our ever-increasing power, 

lacking the wherewithal to control it. We have certain superficial mechanisms, but we cannot claim 

to have a sound ethics, a culture and spirituality genuinely capable of setting limits and teaching 

clear-minded self-restraint. 

II. THE GLOBALIZATION OF THE TECHNOCRATIC PARADIGM 

106. The basic problem goes even deeper: it is the way that humanity has taken up technology and 

its development according to an undifferentiated and one-dimensional paradigm. This paradigm 

exalts the concept of a subject who, using logical and rational procedures, progressively approaches 

and gains control over an external object. This subject makes every effort to establish the scientific 

and experimental method, which in itself is already a technique of possession, mastery and 

transformation. It is as if the subject were to find itself in the presence of something formless, 

completely open to manipulation. Men and women have constantly intervened in nature, but for a 

long time this meant being in tune with and respecting the possibilities offered by the things 

themselves. It was a matter of receiving what nature itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, 

by contrast, we are the ones to lay our hands on things, attempting to extract everything possible 

from them while frequently ignoring or forgetting the reality in front of us. Human beings and 

material objects no longer extend a friendly hand to one another; the relationship has become 

confrontational. This has made it easy to accept the idea of infinite or unlimited growth, which 

proves so attractive to economists, financiers and experts in technology. It is based on the lie that 

there is an infinite supply of the earth’s goods, and this leads to the planet being squeezed dry 

beyond every limit. It is the false notion that “an infinite quantity of energy and resources are 

available, that it is possible to renew them quickly, and that the negative effects of the exploitation 

of the natural order can be easily absorbed”.[86] 
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107. It can be said that many problems of today’s world stem from the tendency, at times 

unconscious, to make the method and aims of science and technology an epistemological paradigm 

which shapes the lives of individuals and the workings of society. The effects of imposing this 

model on reality as a whole, human and social, are seen in the deterioration of the environment, but 

this is just one sign of a reductionism which affects every aspect of human and social life. We have 

to accept that technological products are not neutral, for they create a framework which ends up 

conditioning lifestyles and shaping social possibilities along the lines dictated by the interests of 

certain powerful groups. Decisions which may seem purely instrumental are in reality decisions 

about the kind of society we want to build. 

108. The idea of promoting a different cultural paradigm and employing technology as a mere 

instrument is nowadays inconceivable. The technological paradigm has become so dominant that it 

would be difficult to do without its resources and even more difficult to utilize them without being 

dominated by their internal logic. It has become countercultural to choose a lifestyle whose goals 

are even partly independent of technology, of its costs and its power to globalize and make us all the 

same. Technology tends to absorb everything into its ironclad logic, and those who are surrounded 

with technology “know full well that it moves forward in the final analysis neither for profit nor for 

the well-being of the human race”, that “in the most radical sense of the term power is its motive – a 

lordship over all”.[87] As a result, “man seizes hold of the naked elements of both nature and 

human nature”.[88] Our capacity to make decisions, a more genuine freedom and the space for each 

one’s alternative creativity are diminished. 

109. The technocratic paradigm also tends to dominate economic and political life. The economy 

accepts every advance in technology with a view to profit, without concern for its potentially 

negative impact on human beings. Finance overwhelms the real economy. The lessons of the global 

financial crisis have not been assimilated, and we are learning all too slowly the lessons of 

environmental deterioration. Some circles maintain that current economics and technology will 

solve all environmental problems, and argue, in popular and non-technical terms, that the problems 

of global hunger and poverty will be resolved simply by market growth. They are less concerned 

with certain economic theories which today scarcely anybody dares defend, than with their actual 

operation in the functioning of the economy. They may not affirm such theories with words, but 

nonetheless support them with their deeds by showing no interest in more balanced levels of 

production, a better distribution of wealth, concern for the environment and the rights of future 

generations. Their behaviour shows that for them maximizing profits is enough. Yet by itself the 

market cannot guarantee integral human development and social inclusion.[89] At the same time, 

we have “a sort of ‘superdevelopment’ of a wasteful and consumerist kind which forms an 

unacceptable contrast with the ongoing situations of dehumanizing deprivation”,[90] while we are 

all too slow in developing economic institutions and social initiatives which can give the poor 

regular access to basic resources. We fail to see the deepest roots of our present failures, which have 

to do with the direction, goals, meaning and social implications of technological and economic 

growth. 

110. The specialization which belongs to technology makes it difficult to see the larger picture. The 

fragmentation of knowledge proves helpful for concrete applications, and yet it often leads to a loss 

of appreciation for the whole, for the relationships between things, and for the broader horizon, 

which then becomes irrelevant. This very fact makes it hard to find adequate ways of solving the 

more complex problems of today’s world, particularly those regarding the environment and the 
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poor; these problems cannot be dealt with from a single perspective or from a single set of interests. 

A science which would offer solutions to the great issues would necessarily have to take into 

account the data generated by other fields of knowledge, including philosophy and social ethics; but 

this is a difficult habit to acquire today. Nor are there genuine ethical horizons to which one can 

appeal. Life gradually becomes a surrender to situations conditioned by technology, itself viewed as 

the principal key to the meaning of existence. In the concrete situation confronting us, there are a 

number of symptoms which point to what is wrong, such as environmental degradation, anxiety, a 

loss of the purpose of life and of community living. Once more we see that “realities are more 

important than ideas”.[91] 

111. Ecological culture cannot be reduced to a series of urgent and partial responses to the 

immediate problems of pollution, environmental decay and the depletion of natural resources. There 

needs to be a distinctive way of looking at things, a way of thinking, policies, an educational 

programme, a lifestyle and a spirituality which together generate resistance to the assault of the 

technocratic paradigm. Otherwise, even the best ecological initiatives can find themselves caught up 

in the same globalized logic. To seek only a technical remedy to each environmental problem which 

comes up is to separate what is in reality interconnected and to mask the true and deepest problems 

of the global system. 

112. Yet we can once more broaden our vision. We have the freedom needed to limit and direct 

technology; we can put it at the service of another type of progress, one which is healthier, more 

human, more social, more integral. Liberation from the dominant technocratic paradigm does in fact 

happen sometimes, for example, when cooperatives of small producers adopt less polluting means 

of production, and opt for a non-consumerist model of life, recreation and community. Or when 

technology is directed primarily to resolving people’s concrete problems, truly helping them live 

with more dignity and less suffering. Or indeed when the desire to create and contemplate beauty 

manages to overcome reductionism through a kind of salvation which occurs in beauty and in those 

who behold it. An authentic humanity, calling for a new synthesis, seems to dwell in the midst of 

our technological culture, almost unnoticed, like a mist seeping gently beneath a closed door. Will 

the promise last, in spite of everything, with all that is authentic rising up in stubborn resistance? 

113. There is also the fact that people no longer seem to believe in a happy future; they no longer 

have blind trust in a better tomorrow based on the present state of the world and our technical 

abilities. There is a growing awareness that scientific and technological progress cannot be equated 

with the progress of humanity and history, a growing sense that the way to a better future lies 

elsewhere. This is not to reject the possibilities which technology continues to offer us. But 

humanity has changed profoundly, and the accumulation of constant novelties exalts a superficiality 

which pulls us in one direction. It becomes difficult to pause and recover depth in life. If 

architecture reflects the spirit of an age, our megastructures and drab apartment blocks express the 

spirit of globalized technology, where a constant flood of new products coexists with a tedious 

monotony. Let us refuse to resign ourselves to this, and continue to wonder about the purpose and 

meaning of everything. Otherwise, we would simply legitimate the present situation and need new 

forms of escapism to help us endure the emptiness. 

114. All of this shows the urgent need for us to move forward in a bold cultural revolution. Science 

and technology are not neutral; from the beginning to the end of a process, various intentions and 

possibilities are in play and can take on distinct shapes. Nobody is suggesting a return to the Stone 
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Age, but we do need to slow down and look at reality in a different way, to appropriate the positive 

and sustainable progress which has been made, but also to recover the values and the great goals 

swept away by our unrestrained delusions of grandeur… 

CHAPTER FOUR 

INTEGRAL ECOLOGY 

137. Since everything is closely interrelated, and today’s problems call for a vision capable of 

taking into account every aspect of the global crisis, I suggest that we now consider some elements 

of an integral ecology, one which clearly respects its human and social dimensions. 

I. ENVIRONMENTAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ECOLOGY 

138. Ecology studies the relationship between living organisms and the environment in which they 

develop. This necessarily entails reflection and debate about the conditions required for the life and 

survival of society, and the honesty needed to question certain models of development, production 

and consumption. It cannot be emphasized enough how everything is interconnected. Time and 

space are not independent of one another, and not even atoms or subatomic particles can be 

considered in isolation. Just as the different aspects of the planet – physical, chemical and biological 

– are interrelated, so too living species are part of a network which we will never fully explore and 

understand. A good part of our genetic code is shared by many living beings. It follows that the 

fragmentation of knowledge and the isolation of bits of information can actually become a form of 

ignorance, unless they are integrated into a broader vision of reality. 

139. When we speak of the “environment”, what we really mean is a relationship existing between 

nature and the society which lives in it. Nature cannot be regarded as something separate from 

ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of nature, included in it and thus in 

constant interaction with it. Recognizing the reasons why a given area is polluted requires a study of 

the workings of society, its economy, its behaviour patterns, and the ways it grasps reality. Given 

the scale of change, it is no longer possible to find a specific, discrete answer for each part of the 

problem. It is essential to seek comprehensive solutions which consider the interactions within 

natural systems themselves and with social systems. We are faced not with two separate crises, one 

environmental and the other social, but rather with one complex crisis which is both social and 

environmental. Strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, 

restoring dignity to the excluded, and at the same time protecting nature. 

140. Due to the number and variety of factors to be taken into account when determining the 

environmental impact of a concrete undertaking, it is essential to give researchers their due role, to 

facilitate their interaction, and to ensure broad academic freedom. Ongoing research should also 

give us a better understanding of how different creatures relate to one another in making up the 

larger units which today we term “ecosystems”. We take these systems into account not only to 

determine how best to use them, but also because they have an intrinsic value independent of their 

usefulness. Each organism, as a creature of God, is good and admirable in itself; the same is true of 

the harmonious ensemble of organisms existing in a defined space and functioning as a system. 

Although we are often not aware of it, we depend on these larger systems for our own existence. 

We need only recall how ecosystems interact in dispersing carbon dioxide, purifying water, 
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controlling illnesses and epidemics, forming soil, breaking down waste, and in many other ways 

which we overlook or simply do not know about. Once they become conscious of this, many people 

realize that we live and act on the basis of a reality which has previously been given to us, which 

precedes our existence and our abilities. So, when we speak of “sustainable use”, consideration 

must always be given to each ecosystem’s regenerative ability in its different areas and aspects. 

141. Economic growth, for its part, tends to produce predictable reactions and a certain 

standardization with the aim of simplifying procedures and reducing costs. This suggests the need 

for an “economic ecology” capable of appealing to a broader vision of reality. The protection of the 

environment is in fact “an integral part of the development process and cannot be considered in 

isolation from it”.[114] We urgently need a humanism capable of bringing together the different 

fields of knowledge, including economics, in the service of a more integral and integrating vision. 

Today, the analysis of environmental problems cannot be separated from the analysis of human, 

family, work-related and urban contexts, nor from how individuals relate to themselves, which leads 

in turn to how they relate to others and to the environment. There is an interrelation between 

ecosystems and between the various spheres of social interaction, demonstrating yet again that “the 

whole is greater than the part”.[115] 

142. If everything is related, then the health of a society’s institutions has consequences for the 

environment and the quality of human life. “Every violation of solidarity and civic friendship harms 

the environment”.[116] In this sense, social ecology is necessarily institutional, and gradually 

extends to the whole of society, from the primary social group, the family, to the wider local, 

national and international communities. Within each social stratum, and between them, institutions 

develop to regulate human relationships. Anything which weakens those institutions has negative 

consequences, such as injustice, violence and loss of freedom. A number of countries have a 

relatively low level of institutional effectiveness, which results in greater problems for their people 

while benefiting those who profit from this situation. Whether in the administration of the state, the 

various levels of civil society, or relationships between individuals themselves, lack of respect for 

the law is becoming more common. Laws may be well framed yet remain a dead letter. Can we 

hope, then, that in such cases, legislation and regulations dealing with the environment will really 

prove effective? We know, for example, that countries which have clear legislation about the 

protection of forests continue to keep silent as they watch laws repeatedly being broken. Moreover, 

what takes place in any one area can have a direct or indirect influence on other areas. Thus, for 

example, drug use in affluent societies creates a continual and growing demand for products 

imported from poorer regions, where behaviour is corrupted, lives are destroyed, and the 

environment continues to deteriorate. 

II. CULTURAL ECOLOGY 

143. Together with the patrimony of nature, there is also an historic, artistic and cultural patrimony 

which is likewise under threat. This patrimony is a part of the shared identity of each place and a 

foundation upon which to build a habitable city. It is not a matter of tearing down and building new 

cities, supposedly more respectful of the environment yet not always more attractive to live in. 

Rather, there is a need to incorporate the history, culture and architecture of each place, thus 

preserving its original identity. Ecology, then, also involves protecting the cultural treasures of 

humanity in the broadest sense. More specifically, it calls for greater attention to local cultures 

when studying environmental problems, favouring a dialogue between scientific-technical language 
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and the language of the people. Culture is more than what we have inherited from the past; it is also, 

and above all, a living, dynamic and participatory present reality, which cannot be excluded as we 

rethink the relationship between human beings and the environment. 

144. A consumerist vision of human beings, encouraged by the mechanisms of today’s globalized 

economy, has a levelling effect on cultures, diminishing the immense variety which is the heritage 

of all humanity. Attempts to resolve all problems through uniform regulations or technical 

interventions can lead to overlooking the complexities of local problems which demand the active 

participation of all members of the community. New processes taking shape cannot always fit into 

frameworks imported from outside; they need to be based in the local culture itself. As life and the 

world are dynamic realities, so our care for the world must also be flexible and dynamic. Merely 

technical solutions run the risk of addressing symptoms and not the more serious underlying 

problems. There is a need to respect the rights of peoples and cultures, and to appreciate that the 

development of a social group presupposes an historical process which takes place within a cultural 

context and demands the constant and active involvement of local people from within their proper 

culture. Nor can the notion of the quality of life be imposed from without, for quality of life must be 

understood within the world of symbols and customs proper to each human group. 

145. Many intensive forms of environmental exploitation and degradation not only exhaust the 

resources which provide local communities with their livelihood, but also undo the social structures 

which, for a long time, shaped cultural identity and their sense of the meaning of life and 

community. The disappearance of a culture can be just as serious, or even more serious, than the 

disappearance of a species of plant or animal. The imposition of a dominant lifestyle linked to a 

single form of production can be just as harmful as the altering of ecosystems. 

146. In this sense, it is essential to show special care for indigenous communities and their cultural 

traditions. They are not merely one minority among others, but should be the principal dialogue 

partners, especially when large projects affecting their land are proposed. For them, land is not a 

commodity but rather a gift from God and from their ancestors who rest there, a sacred space with 

which they need to interact if they are to maintain their identity and values. When they remain on 

their land, they themselves care for it best. Nevertheless, in various parts of the world, pressure is 

being put on them to abandon their homelands to make room for agricultural or mining projects 

which are undertaken without regard for the degradation of nature and culture. 

 

III. ECOLOGY OF DAILY LIFE 

147. Authentic development includes efforts to bring about an integral improvement in the quality 

of human life, and this entails considering the setting in which people live their lives. These settings 

influence the way we think, feel and act. In our rooms, our homes, our workplaces and 

neighbourhoods, we use our environment as a way of expressing our identity. We make every effort 

to adapt to our environment, but when it is disorderly, chaotic or saturated with noise and ugliness, 

such overstimulation makes it difficult to find ourselves integrated and happy. 

148. An admirable creativity and generosity is shown by persons and groups who respond to 

environmental limitations by alleviating the adverse effects of their surroundings and learning to 

orient their lives amid disorder and uncertainty. For example, in some places, where the façades of 
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buildings are derelict, people show great care for the interior of their homes, or find contentment in 

the kindness and friendliness of others. A wholesome social life can light up a seemingly 

undesirable environment. At times a commendable human ecology is practised by the poor despite 

numerous hardships. The feeling of asphyxiation brought on by densely populated residential areas 

is countered if close and warm relationships develop, if communities are created, if the limitations 

of the environment are compensated for in the interior of each person who feels held within a 

network of solidarity and belonging. In this way, any place can turn from being a hell on earth into 

the setting for a dignified life. 

149. The extreme poverty experienced in areas lacking harmony, open spaces or potential for 

integration, can lead to incidents of brutality and to exploitation by criminal organizations. In the 

unstable neighbourhoods of mega-cities, the daily experience of overcrowding and social 

anonymity can create a sense of uprootedness which spawns antisocial behaviour and violence. 

Nonetheless, I wish to insist that love always proves more powerful. Many people in these 

conditions are able to weave bonds of belonging and togetherness which convert overcrowding into 

an experience of community in which the walls of the ego are torn down and the barriers of 

selfishness overcome. This experience of a communitarian salvation often generates creative ideas 

for the improvement of a building or a neighbourhood.[117] 

150. Given the interrelationship between living space and human behaviour, those who design 

buildings, neighbourhoods, public spaces and cities, ought to draw on the various disciplines which 

help us to understand people’s thought processes, symbolic language and ways of acting. It is not 

enough to seek the beauty of design. More precious still is the service we offer to another kind of 

beauty: people’s quality of life, their adaptation to the environment, encounter and mutual 

assistance. Here too, we see how important it is that urban planning always take into consideration 

the views of those who will live in these areas. 

151. There is also a need to protect those common areas, visual landmarks and urban landscapes 

which increase our sense of belonging, of rootedness, of “feeling at home” within a city which 

includes us and brings us together. It is important that the different parts of a city be well integrated 

and that those who live there have a sense of the whole, rather than being confined to one 

neighbourhood and failing to see the larger city as space which they share with others. Interventions 

which affect the urban or rural landscape should take into account how various elements combine to 

form a whole which is perceived by its inhabitants as a coherent and meaningful framework for 

their lives. Others will then no longer be seen as strangers, but as part of a “we” which all of us are 

working to create. For this same reason, in both urban and rural settings, it is helpful to set aside 

some places which can be preserved and protected from constant changes brought by human 

intervention. 

152. Lack of housing is a grave problem in many parts of the world, both in rural areas and in large 

cities, since state budgets usually cover only a small portion of the demand. Not only the poor, but 

many other members of society as well, find it difficult to own a home. 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. In some places, where makeshift shanty towns have sprung up, this will mean developing 

those neighbourhoods rather than razing or displacing them. When the poor live in unsanitary slums 

or in dangerous tenements, “in cases where it is necessary to relocate them, in order not to heap 

suffering upon suffering, adequate information needs to be given beforehand, with choices of decent 
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housing offered, and the people directly involved must be part of the process”.[118] At the same 

time, creativity should be shown in integrating rundown neighbourhoods into a welcoming city: 

“How beautiful those cities which overcome paralyzing mistrust, integrate those who are different 

and make this very integration a new factor of development! How attractive are those cities which, 

even in their architectural design, are full of spaces which connect, relate and favour the recognition 

of others!”[119] 

153. The quality of life in cities has much to do with systems of transport, which are often a source 

of much suffering for those who use them. Many cars, used by one or more people, circulate in 

cities, causing traffic congestion, raising the level of pollution, and consuming enormous quantities 

of non-renewable energy. This makes it necessary to build more roads and parking areas which 

spoil the urban landscape. Many specialists agree on the need to give priority to public 

transportation. Yet some measures needed will not prove easily acceptable to society unless 

substantial improvements are made in the systems themselves, which in many cities force people to 

put up with undignified conditions due to crowding, inconvenience, infrequent service and lack of 

safety. 

154. Respect for our dignity as human beings often jars with the chaotic realities that people have to 

endure in city life. Yet this should not make us overlook the abandonment and neglect also 

experienced by some rural populations which lack access to essential services and where some 

workers are reduced to conditions of servitude, without rights or even the hope of a more dignified 

life. 

155. Human ecology also implies another profound reality: the relationship between human life and 

the moral law, which is inscribed in our nature and is necessary for the creation of a more dignified 

environment. 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”.[120] It is enough to recognize 

that our body itself establishes us in a direct relationship with the environment and with other living 

beings. The acceptance of our bodies as God’s gift 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. Also, valuing one’s own body in its femininity or 

masculinity is necessary if I am going to be able to recognize myself in an encounter with someone 

who is different. In this way 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”.[121] 

IV. THE PRINCIPLE OF THE COMMON GOOD 

156. An integral 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”.[122] 

157. Underlying the principle of the common good is respect for the human person as such, 

endowed with basic and inalienable rights ordered to his or her integral development. It has also to 
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do with the overall welfare of society and the development of a variety of intermediate groups, 

applying the principle of subsidiarity. Outstanding among those groups is the family, as the basic 

cell of society. Finally, the common good calls for social peace, the stability and security provided 

by a certain order which cannot be achieved without particular concern for distributive justice; 

whenever this is violated, violence always ensues. Society as a whole, and the state in particular, are 

obliged to defend and promote the common good. 

158. In the present condition of global society, where injustices abound and growing numbers of 

people are deprived of basic human rights and considered expendable, the principle of the common 

good immediately becomes, logically and inevitably, a summons to solidarity and a preferential 

option for the poorest of our brothers and sisters. This option entails recognizing the implications of 

the universal destination of the world’s goods, but, as I mentioned in the Apostolic 

Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium,[123] it demands before all else an appreciation of the immense 

dignity of the poor in the light of our deepest convictions as believers. We need only look around us 

to see that, today, this option is in fact an ethical imperative essential for effectively attaining the 

common good. 

 

V. JUSTICE BETWEEN THE GENERATIONS 

159. The notion of the common good also extends to future generations. The global economic crises 

have made painfully obvious the detrimental effects of disregarding our common destiny, which 

cannot exclude those who come after us. We can no longer speak of sustainable development apart 

from intergenerational solidarity. Once we start to think about the kind of world we are leaving to 

future generations, we look at things differently; we realize that the world is a gift which we have 

freely received and must share with others. Since the world has been given to us, we can no longer 

view reality in a purely utilitarian way, in which efficiency and productivity are entirely geared to 

our individual benefit. Intergenerational solidarity is not optional, but rather a basic question of 

justice, since the world we have received also belongs to those who will follow us. The Portuguese 

bishops have called upon us to acknowledge this obligation of justice: “The environment is part of a 

logic of receptivity. It is on loan to each generation, which must then hand it on to the 

next”.[124] An integral ecology is marked by this broader vision. 

160. What kind of world do we want to leave to those who come after us, to children who are now 

growing up? This question not only concerns the environment in isolation; the issue cannot be 

approached piecemeal. When we ask ourselves what kind of world we want to leave behind, we 

think in the first place of its general direction, its meaning and its values. Unless we struggle with 

these deeper issues, I do not believe that our concern for ecology will produce significant results. 

But if these issues are courageously faced, we are led inexorably to ask other pointed questions: 

What is the purpose of our life in this world? Why are we here? What is the goal of our work and all 

our efforts? What need does the earth have of us? It is no longer enough, then, simply to state that 

we should be concerned for future generations. We need to see that what is at stake is our own 

dignity. Leaving an inhabitable planet to future generations is, first and foremost, up to us. The 

issue is one which dramatically affects us, for it has to do with the ultimate meaning of our earthly 

sojourn. 
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161. Doomsday predictions can no longer be met with irony or disdain. We may well be leaving to 

coming generations debris, desolation and filth. The pace of consumption, waste and environmental 

change has so stretched the planet’s capacity that our contemporary lifestyle, unsustainable as it is, 

can only precipitate catastrophes, such as those which even now periodically occur in different areas 

of the world. The effects of the present imbalance can only be reduced by our decisive action, here 

and now. We need to reflect on our accountability before those who will have to endure the dire 

consequences. 

162. Our difficulty in taking up this challenge seriously has much to do with an ethical and cultural 

decline which has accompanied the deterioration of the environment. Men and women of our 

postmodern world run the risk of rampant individualism, and many problems of society are 

connected with today’s self-centred culture of instant gratification. We see this in the crisis of 

family and social ties and the difficulties of recognizing the other. Parents can be prone to impulsive 

and wasteful consumption, which then affects their children who find it increasingly difficult to 

acquire a home of their own and build a family. Furthermore, our inability to think seriously about 

future generations is linked to our inability to broaden the scope of our present interests and to give 

consideration to those who remain excluded from development. Let us not only keep the poor of the 

future in mind, but also today’s poor, whose life on this earth is brief and who cannot keep on 

waiting. Hence, “in addition to a fairer sense of intergenerational solidarity there is also an urgent 

moral need for a renewed sense of intragenerational solidarity”.[125] 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

LINES OF APPROACH AND ACTION 

163. So far I have attempted to take stock of our present situation, pointing to the cracks in the 

planet that we inhabit as well as to the profoundly human causes of environmental degradation. 

Although the contemplation of this reality in itself has already shown the need for a change of 

direction and other courses of action, now we shall try to outline the major paths of dialogue which 

can help us escape the spiral of self-destruction which currently engulfs us. 

I. DIALOGUE ON THE ENVIRONMENT IN THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 

164. Beginning in the middle of the last century and overcoming many difficulties, there has been a 

growing conviction that our planet is a homeland and that humanity is one people living in a 

common home. An interdependent world not only makes us more conscious of the negative effects 

of certain lifestyles and models of production and consumption which affect us all; more 

importantly, it motivates us to ensure that solutions are proposed from a global perspective, and not 

simply to defend the interests of a few countries. Interdependence obliges us to think of one 

world with a common plan. Yet the same ingenuity which has brought about enormous 

technological progress has so far proved incapable of finding effective ways of dealing with grave 

environmental and social problems worldwide. A global consensus is essential for confronting the 

deeper problems, which cannot be resolved by unilateral actions on the part of individual countries. 

Such a consensus could lead, for example, to planning a sustainable and diversified agriculture, 

developing renewable and less polluting forms of energy, encouraging a more efficient use of 
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energy, promoting a better management of marine and forest resources, and ensuring universal 

access to drinking water… 

172. For poor countries, the priorities must be to eliminate extreme poverty and to promote the 

social development of their people. At the same time, they need to acknowledge the scandalous 

level of consumption in some privileged sectors of their population and to combat corruption more 

effectively. They are likewise bound to develop less polluting forms of energy production, but to do 

so they require the help of countries which have experienced great growth at the cost of the ongoing 

pollution of the planet. Taking advantage of abundant solar energy will require the establishment of 

mechanisms and subsidies which allow developing countries access to technology transfer, 

technical assistance and financial resources, but in a way which respects their concrete situations, 

since “the compatibility of [infrastructures] with the context for which they have been designed is 

not always adequately assessed”.[128] The costs of this would be low, compared to the risks of 

climate change. In any event, these are primarily ethical decisions, rooted in solidarity between all 

peoples… 

IV. POLITICS AND ECONOMY IN DIALOGUE FOR HUMAN FULFILMENT 

189. Politics must not be subject to the economy, nor should the economy be subject to the dictates 

of an efficiency-driven paradigm of technocracy. Today, in view of the common good, there is 

urgent need for politics and economics to enter into a frank dialogue in the service of life, especially 

human life. Saving banks at any cost, making the public pay the price, foregoing a firm commitment 

to reviewing and reforming the entire system, only reaffirms the absolute power of a financial 

system, a power which has no future and will only give rise to new crises after a slow, costly and 

only apparent recovery. The financial crisis of 2007-08 provided an opportunity to develop a new 

economy, more attentive to ethical principles, and new ways of regulating speculative financial 

practices and virtual wealth. But the response to the crisis did not include rethinking the outdated 

criteria which continue to rule the world. Production is not always rational, and is usually tied to 

economic variables which assign to products a value that does not necessarily correspond to their 

real worth. This frequently leads to an overproduction of some commodities, with unnecessary 

impact on the environment and with negative results on regional economies.[133] The financial 

bubble also tends to be a productive bubble. The problem of the real economy is not confronted 

with vigour, yet it is the real economy which makes diversification and improvement in production 

possible, helps companies to function well, and enables small and medium businesses to develop 

and create employment. 

190. Here too, it should always be kept in mind that “environmental protection cannot be assured 

solely on the basis of financial calculations of costs and benefits. The environment is one of those 

goods that cannot be adequately safeguarded or promoted by market forces”.[134] Once more, we 

need to reject a magical conception of the market, which would suggest that problems can be solved 

simply by an increase in the profits of companies or individuals. Is it realistic to hope that those who 

are obsessed with maximizing profits will stop to reflect on the environmental damage which they 

will leave behind for future generations? Where profits alone count, there can be no thinking about 

the rhythms of nature, its phases of decay and regeneration, or the complexity of ecosystems which 

may be gravely upset by human intervention. Moreover, biodiversity is considered at most a deposit 

of economic resources available for exploitation, with no serious thought for the real value of 

things, their significance for persons and cultures, or the concerns and needs of the poor. 
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191. Whenever these questions are raised, some react by accusing others of irrationally attempting 

to stand in the way of progress and human development. But we need to grow in the conviction that 

a decrease in the pace of production and consumption can at times give rise to another form of 

progress and development. Efforts to promote a sustainable use of natural resources are not a waste 

of money, but rather an investment capable of providing other economic benefits in the medium 

term. If we look at the larger picture, we can see that more diversified and innovative forms of 

production which impact less on the environment can prove very profitable. It is a matter of 

openness to different possibilities which do not involve stifling human creativity and its ideals of 

progress, but rather directing that energy along new channels. 

192. For example, a path of productive development, which is more creative and better directed, 

could correct the present disparity between excessive technological investment in consumption and 

insufficient investment in resolving urgent problems facing the human family. It could generate 

intelligent and profitable ways of reusing, revamping and recycling, and it could also improve the 

energy efficiency of cities. Productive diversification offers the fullest possibilities to human 

ingenuity to create and innovate, while at the same time protecting the environment and creating 

more sources of employment. Such creativity would be a worthy expression of our most noble 

human qualities, for we would be striving intelligently, boldly and responsibly to promote a 

sustainable and equitable development within the context of a broader concept of quality of life. On 

the other hand, to find ever new ways of despoiling nature, purely for the sake of new consumer 

items and quick profit, would be, in human terms, less worthy and creative, and more superficial. 

193. In any event, if in some cases sustainable development were to involve new forms of growth, 

then in other cases, given the insatiable and irresponsible growth produced over many decades, we 

need also to think of containing growth by setting some reasonable limits and even retracing our 

steps before it is too late. We know how unsustainable is the behaviour of those who constantly 

consume and destroy, while others are not yet able to live in a way worthy of their human dignity. 

That is why the time has come to accept decreased growth in some parts of the world, in order to 

provide resources for other places to experience healthy growth. Benedict XVI has said that 

“technologically advanced societies must be prepared to encourage more sober lifestyles, while 

reducing their energy consumption and improving its efficiency”.[135] 

194. For new models of progress to arise, there is a need to change “models of global 

development”;[136] this will entail a responsible reflection on “the meaning of the economy and its 

goals with an eye to correcting its malfunctions and misapplications”.[137] It is not enough to 

balance, in the medium term, the protection of nature with financial gain, or the preservation of the 

environment with progress. Halfway measures simply delay the inevitable disaster. Put simply, it is 

a matter of redefining our notion of progress. A technological and economic development which 

does not leave in its wake a better world and an integrally higher quality of life cannot be 

considered progress. Frequently, in fact, people’s quality of life actually diminishes – by the 

deterioration of the environment, the low quality of food or the depletion of resources – in the midst 

of economic growth. In this context, talk of sustainable growth usually becomes a way of distracting 

attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the language and values of ecology into the categories of 

finance and technocracy, and the social and environmental responsibility of businesses often gets 

reduced to a series of marketing and image-enhancing measures. 
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195. The principle of the maximization of profits, frequently isolated from other considerations, 

reflects a misunderstanding of the very concept of the economy. As long as production is increased, 

little concern is given to whether it is at the cost of future resources or the health of the 

environment; as long as the clearing of a forest increases production, no one calculates the losses 

entailed in the desertification of the land, the harm done to biodiversity or the increased pollution. 

In a word, businesses profit by calculating and paying only a fraction of the costs involved. Yet only 

when “the economic and social costs of using up shared environmental resources are recognized 

with transparency and fully borne by those who incur them, not by other peoples or future 

generations”,[138] can those actions be considered ethical. An instrumental way of reasoning, 

which provides a purely static analysis of realities in the service of present needs, is at work 

whether resources are allocated by the market or by state central planning. 

196. What happens with politics? Let us keep in mind the principle of subsidiarity, which grants 

freedom to develop the capabilities present at every level of society, while also demanding a greater 

sense of responsibility for the common good from those who wield greater power. Today, it is the 

case that some economic sectors exercise more power than states themselves. But economics 

without politics cannot be justified, since this would make it impossible to favour other ways of 

handling the various aspects of the present crisis. The mindset which leaves no room for sincere 

concern for the environment is the same mindset which lacks concern for the inclusion of the most 

vulnerable members of society. For “the current model, with its emphasis on success and self-

reliance, does not appear to favour an investment in efforts to help the slow, the weak or the less 

talented to find opportunities in life”.[139] 

197. What is needed is a politics which is far-sighted and capable of a new, integral and 

interdisciplinary approach to handling the different aspects of the crisis. Often, politics itself is 

responsible for the disrepute in which it is held, on account of corruption and the failure to enact 

sound public policies. If in a given region the state does not carry out its responsibilities, some 

business groups can come forward in the guise of benefactors, wield real power, and consider 

themselves exempt from certain rules, to the point of tolerating different forms of organized crime, 

human trafficking, the drug trade and violence, all of which become very difficult to eradicate. If 

politics shows itself incapable of breaking such a perverse logic, and remains caught up in 

inconsequential discussions, we will continue to avoid facing the major problems of humanity. A 

strategy for real change calls for rethinking processes in their entirety, for it is not enough to include 

a few superficial ecological considerations while failing to question the logic which underlies 

present-day culture. A healthy politics needs to be able to take up this challenge. 

198. Politics and the economy tend to blame each other when it comes to poverty and 

environmental degradation. It is to be hoped that they can acknowledge their own mistakes and find 

forms of interaction directed to the common good. While some are concerned only with financial 

gain, and others with holding on to or increasing their power, what we are left with are conflicts or 

spurious agreements where the last thing either party is concerned about is caring for the 

environment and protecting those who are most vulnerable. Here too, we see how true it is that 

“unity is greater than conflict”...[140] 

CHAPTER SIX 

ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION AND SPIRITUALITY 
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202. Many things have to change course, but it is we human beings above all who need to change. 

We lack an awareness of our common origin, of our mutual belonging, and of a future to be shared 

with everyone. This basic awareness would enable the development of new convictions, attitudes 

and forms of life. A great cultural, spiritual and educational challenge stands before us, and it will 

demand that we set out on the long path of renewal. 

I. TOWARDS A NEW LIFESTYLE 

203. Since the market tends to promote extreme consumerism in an effort to sell its products, people 

can easily get caught up in a whirlwind of needless buying and spending. Compulsive consumerism 

is one example of how the techno-economic paradigm affects individuals. Romano Guardini had 

already foreseen this: “The gadgets and technics forced upon him by the patterns of machine 

production and of abstract planning mass man accepts quite simply; they are the forms of life itself. 

To either a greater or lesser degree mass man is convinced that his conformity is both reasonable 

and just”.[144] This paradigm leads people to believe that they are free as long as they have the 

supposed freedom to consume. But those really free are the minority who wield economic and 

financial power. Amid this confusion, postmodern humanity has not yet achieved a new self-

awareness capable of offering guidance and direction, and this lack of identity is a source of 

anxiety. We have too many means and only a few insubstantial ends. 

204. The current global situation engenders a feeling of instability and uncertainty, which in turn 

becomes “a seedbed for collective selfishness”.[145] When people become self-centred and self-

enclosed, their greed increases. The emptier a person’s heart is, the more he or she needs things to 

buy, own and consume. It becomes almost impossible to accept the limits imposed by reality. In this 

horizon, a genuine sense of the common good also disappears. As these attitudes become more 

widespread, social norms are respected only to the extent that they do not clash with personal needs. 

So our concern cannot be limited merely to the threat of extreme weather events, but must also 

extend to the catastrophic consequences of social unrest. Obsession with a consumerist lifestyle, 

above all when few people are capable of maintaining it, can only lead to violence and mutual 

destruction. 

205. Yet all is not lost. Human beings, while capable of the worst, are also capable of rising above 

themselves, choosing again what is good, and making a new start, despite their mental and social 

conditioning. We are able to take an honest look at ourselves, to acknowledge our deep 

dissatisfaction, and to embark on new paths to authentic freedom. No system can completely 

suppress our openness to what is good, true and beautiful, or our God-given ability to respond to his 

grace at work deep in our hearts. I appeal to everyone throughout the world not to forget this dignity 

which is ours. No one has the right to take it from us. 

206. A change in lifestyle could bring healthy pressure to bear on those who wield political, 

economic and social power. This is what consumer movements accomplish by boycotting certain 

products. They prove successful in changing the way businesses operate, forcing them to consider 

their environmental footprint and their patterns of production. When social pressure affects their 

earnings, businesses clearly have to find ways to produce differently. This shows us the great need 

for a sense of social responsibility on the part of consumers. “Purchasing is always a moral – and 

not simply economic – act”.[146] Today, in a word, “the issue of environmental degradation 

challenges us to examine our lifestyle”.[147] 
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207. The Earth Charter asked us to leave behind a period of self-destruction and make a new start, 

but we have not as yet developed a universal awareness needed to achieve this. Here, I would echo 

that courageous challenge: “As never before in history, common destiny beckons us to seek a new 

beginning… Let ours be a time remembered for the awakening of a new reverence for life, the firm 

resolve to achieve sustainability, the quickening of the struggle for justice and peace, and the joyful 

celebration of life”.[148] 

208. We are always capable of going out of ourselves towards the other. Unless we do this, other 

creatures will not be recognized for their true worth; we are unconcerned about caring for things for 

the sake of others; we fail to set limits on ourselves in order to avoid the suffering of others or the 

deterioration of our surroundings. Disinterested concern for others, and the rejection of every form 

of self-centeredness and self-absorption, are essential if we truly wish to care for our brothers and 

sisters and for the natural environment. These attitudes also attune us to the moral imperative of 

assessing the impact of our every action and personal decision on the world around us. If we can 

overcome individualism, we will truly be able to develop a different lifestyle and bring about 

significant changes in society. 
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