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First of all, I wish to sincerely thank the Catholic-Muslim Forum  for the invitation to address this 

important meeting as a representative of the Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human Development, 

recently created by Pope Francis and presided by Card. Peter K. A. Turkson who asked me to 

convey to all of the distinguish participants his most respectful regards. 

It is particularly meaningful to talk in the name of the Dicastery, right about Integral Human 

Development, in particular in this year in which we celebrate the 50
th

 anniversary of the encyclical 

letter Populorum Progressio. This very important document of Pope Paul VI, is, of course, the 

common inspiration for all the catholic speakers’ presentations in this discussion. 

 

Human person at the centre of development 

Indeed, we owe to Populorum Progressio the definition of development as “integral and human” 
1
. 

In fact, in the vocabulary of 50 years ago, the authentic human development - that is to say the 

“transition from less than human conditions to truly human ones”
2
 - was defined in English as a 

“complete” development of “each man and of the whole man”
3
. And, quoting an eminent economist 

of that time, Fr. Joseph-Louis Lebret, op, Pope Paul affirmed that "we cannot allow economics to be 

separated from human realities, nor development from the civilization in which it takes place. What 

counts for us is man—each individual man, each human group, and humanity as a whole''
4
. 
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The catholic vision of the human person 

I will, then, treat the theme that has been assigned to me in the perspective of the human person, 

pointing out what makes him or her becoming more human and what prevents his or her personal 

development. 

So, I will start by recalling, in a few words, the essential of the vision of the human person as can be 

found in the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church: “Man was created by God in unity 

of body and soul. “The spiritual and immortal soul is the principle of unity of the human being, 

whereby it exists as a whole — corpore et anima unus — as a person. These definitions not only 

point out that the body, which has been promised the resurrection, will also share in glory. They 

also remind us that reason and free will are linked with all the bodily and sense faculties””
5
. 

Moreover, the human being, who is unique, unrepeatable
6
 and open to transcendence, can live and 

develop himself only being in relation. In relation with God, with himself, with other human beings, 

with the creation. 

 

The human person in relation with God 

Starting from the perspective of the relation with God, integral human development is a vocation: 

the human person does not develop through his own powers, nor can development simply be 

handed to him. Development is not only a question of institutions, organization, even not only a 

question of rule of law, all things that, of course, are also necessary. But, basically, it requires a 

transcendent vision of the person, it needs God. Without Him, development is either denied, or 
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entrusted exclusively to man and woman, who fall into the trap of thinking they can bring about 

their own salvation, and end up promoting a dehumanized form of development
7
. 

In recognizing and respecting the value of the relation of the human being with God, individualism 

is overcome, because only through an encounter with God we are able to see in the other something 

more than just another creature, and to recognize the image of God in the other. In fact, 

development, to be integral and human, in other words, to be true, has to involve “a free assumption 

of responsibility in solidarity on the part of everyone”
8
. 

On the contrary, when human beings place themselves at the centre, “acting as if God did not 

exist”
9
 they give absolute priority to immediate convenience and all else becomes relative. The cult 

of unlimited human power, the rise of a practical relativism feed different attitudes leading to 

environmental degradation and social decay
10

. This is regression, not development.   

 

The human person in relation with himself  

In our vision, freedom is the element that characterizes the human person with respect to the other 

living beings because his decisions are taken following his free choice between different options: 

“man can turn to good only in freedom, which God has given to him as one of the highest signs of 

his image”
11

. Of course, true freedom has to observe obedience to the truth, and consequently has to 

respect the rights of others
12

 and to respect creation. Nowadays we cannot but observe that our 

world is full of fictitious forms of freedom that destroy the environment and the human being: true 

freedom can never be disjoined from responsibility, because, true freedom is demonstrated in 

responsibility
13

. 
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Two aspects of freedom have a particular influence on integral human development. The first is 

religious freedom, a fundamental human right. John Paul II considered the defence of this right to 

be “the litmus test” for the respect of all the other human rights
14

. Moreover, when religion is 

relegate to the private sphere and when legislation — in violation of religious freedom — promotes 

religious indifference and relativism, society and civil institutions are impoverished
15

. In fact, there 

is a sociological evidence that religious communities and actors are critical to the process of 

development, and there is also a psychological fact that religiously inspired attitudes are key to the 

human motivation to seek the good of the others through the virtues of generosity and solidarity. 

And yet, we must recognize that religion is almost ignored as a factor of development
16

.  

The other aspect of freedom has to see with the vision of “development as freedom”. This approach 

sees development not in terms of economic measures -  GDP growth, average annual income etc. - 

but in terms of the real 'freedoms' that people can enjoy such as economic facilities and social 

opportunities. In this sense human freedom is the primary end of development
17

. But in another 

sense, freedom is also the principal means of ensuring development, particularly in the modern 

business economy, which has positive aspects and whose basis is human freedom, just as it is in 

many other fields
18

. 

 From the point of view of the relation of the human person with himself, another crucial aspect is 

the one of education. There is no doubt that illiteracy and lack or poor education are main obstacles 

to development. The 4
th

 Sustainable Development Goal is clear at this regard:“to ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality education and to promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” is a major 

objective. Indeed, education “which etymologically means “to bring out” or “to lead out”, has a 

fundamental role in helping people to discover their own talents and potential for putting them at 
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the service of their peers. Each person has something to offer to society and must be enabled to 

provide his contribution
19

.  

In this regard, a real opportunity to integral human development is to be seen in the education of 

girls. In fact, the contribution of women to development is well recognized and targeting women in 

order to improve the lot of families and local communities is a widely accepted operational 

principle in development policy
20

. A group of women gathered by the Pontifical Council for Justice 

and Peace in 2015 in view of the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, stated in its final declaration: “We 

think it is important to promote the formation of women to enable them to value their femininity, 

their access to education at all levels, because a well-prepared woman is less prone to 

manipulation”
21

. It is well known, for example, that the majority of women victims of trafficking 

are illiterate. 

 

 

The human person in relation with the other human beings 

As well as freedom is the social value inherent in the dignity of the human person with particular 

impact on his relation with himself, the social value of truth has special repercussions in the 

relation with other human beings: “Living in the truth has special significance in social 

relationships. In fact, when the coexistence of human beings within a community is founded on 

truth, it is ordered and fruitful, and it corresponds to their dignity as persons. The more people and 

social groups strive to resolve social problems according to the truth, the more they distance 

themselves from abuses and act in accordance with the objective demands of morality”
22

. This is 

particularly evident in the case of development: there can be no development without collaboration 
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and collaboration only works when it is based on mutual confidence.  The last devastating economic 

crisis hasn’t it been defined as a “crisis of trust”? In the same category of ideas, the social value of 

justice leads to recognize the other as a person and, at the same time, it constitutes the decisive 

criteria of morality in the inter-subjective and social sphere
23

. 

A direct consequence of denying these two values is the phenomenon of corruption, so sadly 

widespread in our times, which represents one of the main obstacles to integral human 

development.  

What, on the contrary, highly benefits development is the family, which is the site where different 

generations live together, helping each other to acquire greater wisdom and to harmonize personal 

rights with other social needs
24

. Family, in fact, is the basis of society and the first structure for 

promoting an authentic human ecology
25

. 

Concerning development and in particular the economic activity, family is of primary importance as 

well as for the numeric relevance of the family businesses which produce in the world from 70 to 90 

% of the world GDP as for the role they have in the formation of “human capital”. In fact the family 

is the starting point for successful investments in human capital since it is the foundation of a good 

society and economic success. Evidence shows that investments in education and in other human 

capitals are one of the most effective means to get the poor to equitable income and health 

standards
26

. Another opportunity for integral human development related to family is a “morally 

responsible openness to life which represents a rich social and economic resource”
27

. 

Considering the broader range of the human person’s multiple relations, which reach to the 

surrounding society, to the town, the State and, in our globalization time, the entire world, the 

guidance of principles such as solidarity, subsidiarity, common good, the universal destination of 

goods and participation are necessary to achieve integral human development.  
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In concrete, respect for fundamental human rights and for the institutional system is crucial to 

human development. This system concerns political and economic institutions, the second 

proceeding from the first. Hence, a political system aiming to the common good with the inclusion 

of the poor and seeking to assure basic human needs such as food, health care and education, will 

offer opportunities to development by bringing about an effective system of economic institutions.  

Rules concerning property rights, access to credit, creation of business, fight against corruption, 

establishment of a legal environment -  where the principle of justice is respected  - are crucial for 

the socio-economic progress.  

Respect for human rights, for justice and a good institutional system are also key for peace. We are 

only too well aware of the consequences of conflicts and wars in terms of impoverishment of the 

population and of hindrance of economic and social life.  Any kind of development is, indeed,  

hindered in a conflict situation. 

Nowadays, all this applies necessarily to a national as well as to an international level. In fact, 

globalization, which brought about such a relevant economic and trade interdependence and has 

been a great opportunity for development, also caused growing inequalities, an increased pluralism 

and  inequities in trade relations.  A mixture of aspirations and interests that represent a constant 

threat to peace.  

In this context, the work of the United Nations, according to the principles of its Preamble, 

is focused on the development and promotion of the rule of law, based on the realization that justice 

is an essential condition for achieving the ideal of peace
28

. In fact there is a necessity of governance 

of globalization which must be marked by subsidiarity: “globalization certainly requires authority, 

insofar as it poses the problem of a global common good that needs to be pursued. This authority, 

however, must be organized in a subsidiary and stratified way, if it is not to infringe upon freedom 
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and if it is to yield effective results in practice
29

. It has always to be taken into account that the 

principle of subsidiarity must remain closely linked to the principle of solidarity and vice versa. 

Only applying this general rule, when addressing issues concerning international development aid, 

it will be possible to make of international cooperation a real opportunity for integral human 

development. 

 

The human person in relation with the creation 

“Every creature, particularly a living creature, has an intrinsic value, in its existence, its life, its 

beauty and its interdependence with other creatures. We Christians, together with the other 

monotheistic religions, believe that the universe is the fruit of a loving decision by the Creator”
30

. 

Consequently, the human being, to whom God has entrusted the goods of the earth for his personal 

development, must not make arbitrary use of the earth, subjecting it without restraint to his will and 

has to maintain with the environment a respectful relationship inspired by a “culture of care”. 

 We are forced to recognize, that this relation currently presents a morally decaying scenario
31

 

because of the irresponsible attitude and behaviour of the human beings towards creation. Ours has 

been defined as a “pollution, waste and the throwaway culture”
32

 and we cannot but observe that the 

human environment and the natural environment are deteriorating together, and this 

deterioration of the planet weighs upon the most vulnerable of its people. 

 Climate change, the unsolved issue of water, loss of biodiversity are some of the consequences of a 

“misguided anthropocentrism”
33

  and of the “globalization of the technocratic paradigm”
34

. Modern 

technology, which in itself is such an opportunity for human development, is taken up by humanity 

in such a way that the relationship between human beings and material objects has been 
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transformed from friendly into confrontational
35

. The same is occurring in the economic sphere: 

technology is considered only with a view to a financial profit, and finance, instead to be at the 

service of real economy, it overwhelms it. The global financial crisis, that has caused such a painful 

setback in the fight to poverty, seems to have been quickly and dangerously forgotten. 

So, the rights of two interconnected sectors, environment and the vast rank of excluded, who are the 

victims of this power of the human beings so badly exercised, have to be reaffirmed and a juridical 

system of rules at the global level to protect them is much needed. In this direction goes the 

adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development by the World Summit of the United 

Nations and the Conference on Climate Change which are important signs of hope. But if it is true 

that the number and complexity of the problems require that we possess technical instruments of 

verification, it must never be forgotten that, above and beyond our plans and programmes, we are 

dealing with real men and women who live, struggle and suffer, and are often forced to live in great 

poverty, deprived of all rights
36

. Moreover, we also have to take into account that integral human 

development and the full exercise of human dignity cannot be imposed and that to enable these real 

men and women to escape from extreme poverty, they must be themselves the dignified agents of 

their own destiny. 

In conclusion: the ecological crisis is so severe that it can threaten the very existence of the human 

species presenting the major obstacle to human integral development, this is why the defence of the 

environment and the fight against exclusion demand that we recognize a moral law written into 

human nature itself which includes the promotion of an integral human ecology.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
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