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Community and Character: The Threat from Globalization 

By Brian Douglass 
 
 
 Introduction 

The purpose of this essay is to discuss the relationships between character, community, 

and globalization. Character defines communities, while communities ensure that character is 

passed on to future generations. The natural diversity found in communities around the world is 

destroyed by globalization, which seeks the “global economic integration of many formerly 

national economies into one global economy” and the “effective erasure of national boundaries 

for economic purposes.”1  It will be shown that the destruction of national and local communities 

will be the likely outcome of globalization.  

 

On the Nature of Communities  

Community is a term that we all seem to have some image of in our minds. In a rather 

simple sense, it has become a term for a group of people who happen to live together in the same 

area. This definition is somewhat useful and, sadly, the inhabitants of many of today’s 

“communities” share little else.  Wendell Berry, a writer, poet, and farmer from Kentucky has 

written extensively about community. In his writing, Berry states that “a healthy community is a 

form that includes all the local things that are connected by the larger, ultimately mysterious 

form of the creation.”2 Berry’s concept of community as connection is by no means a novel idea. 

John Donne stated “[n]o man is an island, entire of itself.”3  

In Western culture, the concept of community is related to our conception of God. In 

Genesis, God states “[i]t is not good that the man should be alone.”4 In fact, not only is it not 
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good, but also it is against our nature, for we are created in the image of God,5 a God who is not 

an island either, but rather a Trinity, a community of three consubstantial persons.6 The 

Catechism of the Catholic Church goes so far as to say that for man community is “not ... an 

extraneous addition but a requirement of his nature. Through the exchange with others, . . . man 

develops his potential; he thus responds to his vocation.”7 In its definition of community, the 

Catechism goes on to state that it is something that exists throughout time and is spiritual as well 

as material, it is a “group of persons bound together organically by a principle of unity that goes 

beyond each one of them.”8   

There are three main groupings of connections that should be examined when considering 

communities. These are man-man, man-land, and man-work. Without a proper balance of the 

three, communities will cease to be healthy communities. 

The first, and most basic, of the connections is the connection between men. Without 

people, a community would not exist. Of the numerous levels of connection between persons, the 

family is both the most basic and the most essential. It is the family that is the foundation of all 

societies and can be called “the first and fundamental structure for ‘human ecology’” because it 

is  where  “man receives his first formative ideas about truth and goodness, and learns what it 

means to love and to be loved, and thus what it actually means to be a person.”9 The 

Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church expands upon this theme by stating 

that the uniqueness of the family stems from the fact that “the obligations of its members . . . are 

not limited by the terms of a contract, but derive from the very essence of the family, founded on 

the irrevocable marriage covenant and given structure in the relationships that arise within it 

following the generation or adoption of children.”10 John Paul II stated that “the family, as a 

community of persons, is thus the first human ‘society.’”11 With this in mind, the Compendium 
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affirms that it is a “society built on a family scale is the best guarantee against drifting off course 

into individualism or collectivism, because within the family the person is always at the center of 

attention as an end and never as a means.”12 All relationships between men have their root in the 

family, the first community. Without the proper foundation of the family, it is nearly impossible 

for healthy relationships to be formed. If a collection of people cannot maintain healthy 

relationships, then there is no community. 

Secondly, all communities must have a relationship with the land. This should be obvious 

from two facts. First, we need somewhere on which to stand and walk about. Second, we all 

must eat. Wendell Berry reminds us that “land” is a broad category, which is often neglected as 

people use creation to further our own ends. He states that “[i]n speaking of community, then we 

are speaking of a complex connection not only among human beings or between humans and 

their homeland but also between the human economy and nature, between forest or prairie and 

field or orchard, and between troublesome creatures and pleasant ones. All neighbors are 

included.”13 

The connection between man and the land is also important because all of us must eat, 

now, and in the future. Communities, being defined by connections that transcend time, must 

concern themselves with permanence. In his essay “The Small Farm Secures the State,” Andrew 

Lytle, one of the foremost of the Southern Agrarians of the first half of the twentieth century, 

states that communities, “to endure must have internal security; and this security is best 

maintained when its citizens have a stake in the commonwealth; and the lasting kind of stake is 

property, and the most durable kind of property is a small farm.”14 Lytle also adds that “the basis 

of liberty is economic independence” and concludes that “[t]he man who owns a small farm has 

direct control over the life-giving source, land.”15   
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In England, a group led by Gilbert Keith Chesterton and Hilaire Belloc formulated ideas 

similar to those of the Southern Agrarians based on the encyclical Rerum Novarum issued by 

Pope Leo XIII and historical Catholic teachings. The distributists, as the group became known, 

sought an economic system that would maximize personal, and family, freedom. In his “Essay 

on the Restoration of Property,” Belloc states: “[i]t is obvious that whoever controls the means of 

production controls the supply of wealth. If therefore the means for the production of that wealth 

which a family needs are in control of others than the family, the family will be dependent upon 

those others; it will not be economically free.”16 For many of the English distributists, the key to 

economic freedom was the same as it was for Andrew Lytle in Tennessee: the family farm. 

Under the leadership of Belloc, Chesterton, and Fr. Vincent McNabb, OP, the distributists began 

the Catholic Land Movement which sought to bring people from the slums of English cities out 

onto the land.17 

Finally, while it is land that provides both permanence and independence to communities, 

without labor, there can be no productive relationship between man and land. The Compendium 

of the Social Doctrine states that  “[h]uman work has a twofold significance: objective and 

subjective. In the objective sense, it is the sum of activities, resources, instruments and 

technologies used by men and women to produce things. . . . In the subjective sense, work is the 

activity of the human person that corresponds to his personal vocation.”18 Most people today 

seem to understand work in the objective sense as it is simply descriptive of what is being done. 

What appears to be less widely understood is the sense of work as vocation which is a 

connection between man and work. Without this deeper, subjective sense of work, work simply 

becomes drudgery and toil.  

For the distributists, the Southern Agrarians, and Wendell Berry, the importance of 
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vocation is central to the understanding of community. Eric Gill, a Distributist, stated the concept 

of work as vocation as the fact that “every man is called to give love to the work of his hands. 

Every man is called to be an artist.”19 In his commentary on this quote, Berry says that “by the 

dismemberment of work, by the degradation of our minds as workers, we are denied our highest 

calling.”20 In his introduction to Who Owns America, a collection of essays in large part written 

by Southern Agrarian writers, Herbert Agar states that “far from offering the chance to do 

creative work, monopoly capitalism subjects more and more laborers to a humiliating, nerve-

racking boredom.... The man lies who says that such things are compatible with the American 

dream. And his lie corrodes the roots of life, for it implies that good is the same as bad and 

nothing is worth even a little trouble.”21 

The loss of the sense of vocation in work means the loss of a connection to our work. The 

only connection that really remains is fear. Belloc calls such a situation the Servile State and 

those who labor for such a state, wage slaves. In “Restoration of Property,” Belloc proposes that 

“[w]hen men have become wage slaves they think in terms of income. When they are 

economically free, they think in terms of property.”22 With the government frequently promising 

that economic prosperity is to be reached by the distribution of checks, by tax breaks, or the 

creation of incomes (i.e., jobs), it seems few Americans think in terms of property. For Belloc, 

the Servile State is a return to slavery. Looking at our current situation in such a light is 

disconcerting to say the least. 

 

Communities and Character 

The English word “character” derives from Latin and Greek roots relating to a 

“distinctive mark.”23 To Aristotle, “excellence of character” is referred to as “moral excellence” 
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which he defines as being a mean determined “by reason and in the way in which the man of 

practical wisdom would determine it.”24 In addition to being the first community, the family is 

also of central importance to the development of character because it is within the family that 

“moral values are taught starting from the very first years of life, the spiritual heritage of the 

religious community and the cultural legacy of the nation are transmitted. In the family one 

learns social responsibility and solidarity.”25 

While the family is the first and most basic community, it is by natural extension that the 

larger community plays a role in character development as well as in the passing on of standards 

of excellence of character to future generations. By the fact that communities serve as a conduit 

for knowledge from old to young, they are the ideal and natural defenders of character. 

 

On Globalization 

It is said that we live in an “age of globalization,” however popular use of the term can be 

rather confusing. Herman Daly, an economist at the University of Maryland, College Park and a 

former senior economist at the World Bank, observes that a distinction must be made between 

“internationalization” and “globalization.” He states: “[i]nternationalization refers to the 

increasing importance of international trade, international relations, treaties, alliances, etc.”26 

“The basic unit remains the nation.”27 On the other hand, “[g]lobalization refers to global 

economic integration of many formerly national economies into one global economy.... It is the 

effective erasure of national boundaries for economic purposes.”28 With, globalization, there is 

implied a “national economic disintegration” in which the parts of national economies “are torn 

out of their national context (dis-integrated), in order to be re-integrated into the new whole, the 

globalized economy.”29 Tom Palmer of the Cato Institute proposes a similar definition for 
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globalization as “the diminution or elimination of state-enforced restrictions on exchanges across 

borders and the increasingly integrated and complex global system of production and exchange 

that has emerged as a result.”30 It is clear from both these and other experts that when we are 

discussing the “age of globalization” we are not simply talking about a period with a large 

amount of international trade.  

The Bretton Woods Agreement after World War II and successive meetings led to the 

creation of the World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Trade Organization and 

other organizations and treaties which have laid a foundation for the move to a globalization-

based economy.31 The G-20 Leaders Summit on Financial Markets and the World Economy held 

in November 2008 shows that world leaders are seeking ways to revitalize the Bretton Woods 

Organizations and possibly create new organizations to meet the current financial crisis.32  

Daly notes that a switch from international trade to a globalized economy involves a 

change from a market governed by comparative advantage to one governed by absolute 

advantage.33 He points out that the ease of capital mobility seen in a modern, globalization 

economic model would make competitive advantage arguments, with their focus on lowering 

opportunity costs, outdated. Instead, capital would “flow to wherever costs are lowest — that is, 

to pursue absolute advantage.”34  Such a proposition seems rather worrying when looking at 

globalization from the perspective of communities.  If such a principle underlies the outlook of 

not just companies, but also governments, then local independence is in danger. Self sufficiency 

is just not economical in the brave new world of globalization. In the face of globalization’s 

dogma of absolute advantage, E. F. Schumacher’s words ring true: “there are few words as final 

and conclusive as the word ‘uneconomic.’ If an activity has been branded as uneconomic, its 

right to existence is not merely questioned but emphatically denied.”35 Anything that is not 
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efficient or economic is seen as needing to be discarded and forgotten.  

One of the more popular measures of the success of a country is the Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP). The IMF states that “economic growth is the principle route to lasting poverty 

reduction.”36 As measured by the world’s GDP, growth is certainly expanding driven by the 

increased movement towards globalization. However, some economists, including those at the 

New Economics Foundation of the United Kingdom, point to the fact that studies in the 

developed world fail to show any connection between GDP growth and total quality of life, or 

happiness, since World War II despite the enormous growth and advances that have taken 

place.37 More specifically, when it comes to globalization as a means to eradicate poverty, they 

cite data showing that during the 1990s, for every dollar of poverty reduction, $166 of extra 

global production and consumption was required.38 The report questions the efficiency of GDP 

growth as a means to poverty eradication as well as the true cost of such programs on the 

environment, communities, and workers.39 

 

 Communities and Character in the Age of Globalization 

Traditional functions of family and community are clearly not “economical” when looked 

at through the lens of GDP growth and absolute advantage. Childcare by parents, caring for 

elderly at home, and helping a neighbor are all activities that contribute nothing to GDP 

measures and yet are indispensable for any healthy community. Similarly, there is little room for 

consideration of environmental damage or the impact on the land’s future fertility allowed for in 

purely quantitative measures. The community, the shaper and guardian of character, stands out in 

sharp contrast to the drive towards more globalization and less self sufficiency. Joseph Pearce in 

Small is Still Beautiful points out that it is the discontented, who always want more or want 
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different, that are the ideal consumers in the age of globalization.40 Healthy communities, on the 

other hand, are bastions of stability and tradition. 

By the nature of the analysis and measurement that globalization depends upon, the non-

quantifiable is neglected. The simplification turns the economic picture into a view characterized 

by humanity stripped of what makes us human as noted by Pius XI in Quadragesimo Anno. 41 

Pius XII, reflecting on the problems of a world scared by the Great Depression and preparing for 

a second World War, summarized the main problem stating that “[t]he wound of our 

individualistic and materialistic society will not be healed, the deep chasm will not be bridged, 

by no matter what system, if the system itself is materialistic in principle and mechanical in 

practice.”42 

Joseph Peace states that “the deadly sins of Christianity have become the deadly virtues 

of consumerism.”43 This statement mirrors an observation of Keynes looking forward to a future 

when morality could be restored and we can “rid ourselves of” the need to “pretend to ourselves 

and to everyone that fair is foul and foul is fair; for foul is useful and fair is not.”44 Yet, he still 

held that “[a]varice and usury and precaution must be our gods for a little longer still. For only 

they can lead us out of the tunnel of economic necessity into daylight.”45 The move towards 

globalization does not show any sign of breaking out of this Faustian deal. 

 

Conclusion 

Western culture has been turned upside down, with the noble goal of eliminating poverty 

and improving the world’s standard of living. We have not sold our souls, but ignored the souls. 

Had we paid attention to what our own culture’s tradition could tell us, we would know that no 

global plan will ever eradicate poverty, for Jesus stated that the poor will always be with us.46 
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Philosophical materialism has led to a denial of the spirit and what makes us most human simply 

because non-material aspects are virtually impossible to quantify. It is upon this materialism that 

the support for globalization as the savior of the world is based. 

In contrast to the modern materialist mindset stands the dual bulwarks of character: the 

family and community. As Berry says, they are both built upon connections which are 

intrinsically interwoven into the “larger, ultimately mysterious form of the creation.”47 How can 

globalization make sense of such mystery? How do you measure the love found in a family? 

How do you quantify growth in happiness? Scientific analysis, for all the good that it has done 

over the centuries, is useless. 

What does globalism mean for community and culture? It seems that if globalization 

driven by materialistic and mechanistic forces, as it is currently, is victorious, then community 

will be changed into something unrecognizable by the traditional, Western definitions that 

appear in this essay. With community, is interwoven character, freedom, and most importantly, 

the family. The destruction of communities will mean the extinction of character. 
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