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Lay Institute, May 12th, Social Teaching of the Catholic Church 
Excerpts used: 
 
 
II. Rerum novarum – “On the Condition of the Working Classes” 
 
 A. Right to private property (inalienable rights) 

4. To remedy these wrongs the socialists, working on the poor man’s envy of the rich, are 
striving to do away with private property, and contend that individual possessions should 
become the common property of all, to be administered by the State or by municipal 
bodies. They hold that by thus transferring property from private individuals to the 
community, the present mischievous state of things will be set to rights, inasmuch as each 
citizen will then get his fair share of whatever there is to enjoy. But their contentions are 
so clearly powerless to end the controversy that were they carried into effect the working 
man himself would be among the first to suffer. They are, moreover, emphatically unjust, 
for they would rob the lawful possessor, distort the functions of the State, and create utter 
confusion in the community.   

5. It is surely undeniable that, when a man engages in remunerative labor, the impelling 
reason and motive of his work is to obtain property, and thereafter to hold it as his very 
own. If one man hires out to another his strength or skill, he does so for the purpose of 
receiving in return what is necessary for the satisfaction of his needs; he therefore 
expressly intends to acquire a right full and real, not only to the remuneration, but also to 
the disposal of such remuneration, just as he pleases. Thus, if he lives sparingly, saves 
money, and, for greater security, invests his savings in land, the land, in such case, is only 
his wages under another form; and, consequently, a working man’s little estate thus 
purchased should be as completely at his full disposal as are the wages he receives for his 
labor. But it is precisely in such power of disposal that ownership obtains, whether the 
property consist of land or chattels. Socialists, therefore, by endeavoring to transfer the 
possessions of individuals to the community at large, strike at the interests of every wage-
earner, since they would deprive him of the liberty of disposing of his wages, and thereby 
of all hope and possibility of increasing his resources and of bettering his condition in 
life.   

6. What is of far greater moment, however, is the fact that the remedy they propose is 
manifestly against justice. For, every man has by nature the right to possess property as 
his own.  

********* 

12. The rights here spoken of, belonging to each individual man, are seen in much 
stronger light when considered in relation to man’s social and domestic obligations. In 
choosing a state of life, it is indisputable that all are at full liberty to follow the counsel of 
Jesus Christ as to observing virginity, or to bind themselves by the marriage tie. No 
human law can abolish the natural and original right of marriage, nor in any way limit the 
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chief and principal purpose of marriage ordained by God’s authority from the beginning: 
“Increase and multiply.” Hence we have the family, the “society” of a man’s house - a 
society very small, one must admit, but none the less a true society, and one older than 
any State. Consequently, it has rights and duties peculiar to itself which are quite 
independent of the State.   

13. That right to property, therefore, which has been proved to belong naturally to 
individual persons, must in like wise belong to a man in his capacity of head of a family; 
nay, that right is all the stronger in proportion as the human person receives a wider 
extension in the family group. It is a most sacred law of nature that a father should 
provide food and all necessaries for those whom he has begotten; and, similarly, it is 
natural that he should wish that his children, who carry on, so to speak, and continue his 
personality, should be by him provided with all that is needful to enable them to keep 
themselves decently from want and misery amid the uncertainties of this mortal life. 
Now, in no other way can a father effect this except by the ownership of productive 
property, which he can transmit to his children by inheritance. A family, no less than a 
State, is, as We have said, a true society, governed by an authority peculiar to itself, that 
is to say, by the authority of the father. Provided, therefore, the limits which are 
prescribed by the very purposes for which it exists be not transgressed, the family has at 
least equal rights with the State in the choice and pursuit of the things needful to its 
preservation and its just liberty. We say, “at least equal rights;” for, inasmuch as the 
domestic household is antecedent, as well in idea as in fact, to the gathering of men into a 
community, the family must necessarily have rights and duties which are prior to those of 
the community, and founded more immediately in nature. If the citizens, if the families 
on entering into association and fellowship, were to experience hindrance in a 
commonwealth instead of help, and were to find their rights attacked instead of being 
upheld, society would rightly be an object of detestation rather than of desire. 

II. B. The just-wage theory (state intervention)   
 
33. There is another and deeper consideration which must not be lost sight of. As regards 
the State, the interests of all, whether high or low, are equal. The members of the working 
classes are citizens by nature and by the same right as the rich; they are real parts, living 
the life which makes up, through the family, the body of the commonwealth; and it need 
hardly be said that they are in every city very largely in the majority. It would be 
irrational to neglect one portion of the citizens and favor another, and therefore the public 
administration must duly and solicitously provide for the welfare and the comfort of the 
working classes; otherwise, that law of justice will be violated which ordains that each 
man shall have his due. To cite the wise words of St. Thomas Aquinas: “As the part and 
the whole are in a certain sense identical, so that which belongs to the whole in a sense 
belongs to the part.” Among the many and grave duties of rulers who would do their best 
for the people, the first and chief is to act with strict justice - with that justice which is 
called distributive - toward each and every class alike.  
 
********* 
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43. We now approach a subject of great importance, and one in respect of which, if 
extremes are to be avoided, right notions are absolutely necessary. Wages, as we are told, 
are regulated by free consent, and therefore the employer, when he pays what was agreed 
upon, has done his part and seemingly is not called upon to do anything beyond. The only 
way, it is said, in which injustice might occur would be if the master refused to pay the 
whole of the wages, or if the workman should not complete the work undertaken; in such 
cases the public authority should intervene, to see that each obtains his due, but not under 
any other circumstances.  

44. To this kind of argument a fair-minded man will not easily or entirely assent; it is not 
complete, for there are important considerations which it leaves out of account altogether. 
To labor is to exert oneself for the sake of procuring what is necessary for the various 
purposes of life, and chief of all for self preservation. “In the sweat of thy face thou shalt 
eat bread.” Hence, a man’s labor necessarily bears two notes or characters. First of all, it 
is personal, inasmuch as the force which acts is bound up with the personality and is the 
exclusive property of him who acts, and, further, was given to him for his advantage. 
Secondly, man’s labor is necessary; for without the result of labor a man cannot live, and 
self-preservation is a law of nature, which it is wrong to disobey. Now, were we to 
consider labor merely in so far as it is personal, doubtless it would be within the 
workman’s right to accept any rate of wages whatsoever; for in the same way as he is free 
to work or not, so is he free to accept a small wage or even none at all. But our 
conclusion must be very different if, together with the personal element in a man’s work, 
we consider the fact that work is also necessary for him to live: these two aspects of his 
work are separable in thought, but not in reality. The preservation of life is the bounden 
duty of one and all, and to be wanting therein is a crime. It necessarily follows that each 
one has a natural right to procure what is required in order to live, and the poor can 
procure that in no other way than by what they can earn through their work.  

45. Let the working man and the employer make free agreements, and in particular let 
them agree freely as to the wages; nevertheless, there underlies a dictate of natural justice 
more imperious and ancient than any bargain between man and man, namely, that wages 
ought not to be insufficient to support a frugal and well-behaved wage-earner. If through 
necessity or fear of a worse evil the workman accept harder conditions because an 
employer or contractor will afford him no better, he is made the victim of force and 
injustice. In these and similar questions, however - such as, for example, the hours of 
labor in different trades, the sanitary precautions to be observed in factories and 
workshops, etc. - in order to supersede undue interference on the part of the State, 
especially as circumstances, times, and localities differ so widely, it is advisable that 
recourse be had to societies or boards such as We shall mention presently, or to some 
other mode of safeguarding the interests of the wage-earners; the State being appealed to, 
should circumstances require, for its sanction and protection. 
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  II. B. 2. Preferential option for the poor 
 
37. Rights must be religiously respected wherever they exist, and it is the duty of the 
public authority to prevent and to punish injury, and to protect every one in the 
possession of his own. Still, when there is question of defending the rights of individuals, 
the poor and badly off have a claim to especial consideration. The richer class have many 
ways of shielding themselves, and stand less in need of help from the State; whereas the 
mass of the poor have no resources of their own to fall back upon, and must chiefly 
depend upon the assistance of the State. And it is for this reason that wage-earners, since 
they mostly belong in the mass of the needy, should be specially cared for and protected 
by the government.  
 
  II. B. 3. Centesimus annus 
 
8. The Pope [Leo XIII] immediately adds another right which the worker has as a person. 
This is the right to a “just wage,” which cannot be left to the “free consent of the parties, 
so that the employer, having paid what was agreed upon, has done his part and seemingly 
is not called upon to do anything beyond.” It was said at the time that the State does not 
have the power to intervene in the terms of these contracts, except to ensure the 
fulfillment of what had been explicitly agreed upon. This concept of relations between 
employers and employees, purely pragmatic and inspired by a thorough-going 
individualism, is severely censured in the Encyclical as contrary to the twofold nature of 
work as a personal and necessary reality. For if work as something personal belongs to 
the sphere of the individual’s free use of his own abilities and energy, as something 
necessary it is governed by the grave obligation of every individual to ensure “the 
preservation of life.” “It necessarily follows,” the Pope concludes, “that every individual 
has a natural right to procure what is required to live; and the poor can procure that in no 
other way than by what they can earn through their work.” 
 
********* 
10. Another important aspect, which has many applications to our own day, is the 
concept of the relationship between the State and its citizens. Rerum novarum criticizes 
two social and economic systems: socialism and liberalism. The opening section, in 
which the right to private property is reaffirmed, is devoted to socialism. Liberalism is 
not the subject of a special section, but it is worth noting that criticisms of it are raised in 
the treatment of the duties of the State. The State cannot limit itself to “favoring one 
portion of the citizens,” namely the rich and prosperous, nor can it “neglect the other,” 
which clearly represents the majority of society. Otherwise, there would be a violation of 
that law of justice which ordains that every person should receive his due. “When there is 
question of defending the rights of individuals, the defenseless and the poor have a claim 
to special consideration. The richer class has many ways of shielding itself, and stands 
less in need of help from the State; whereas the mass of the poor have no resources of 
their own to fall back on, and must chiefly depend on the assistance of the State. It is for 
this reason that wage-earners, since they mostly belong to the latter class, should be 
specially cared for and protected by the Government.” 
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********* 
11. Re-reading the Encyclical in the light of contemporary realities enables us to 
appreciate the Church’s constant concern for and dedication to categories of people who 
are especially beloved to the Lord Jesus. The content of the text is an excellent testimony 
to the continuity within the Church of the so-called “preferential option for the poor,” an 
option which I defined as a “special form of primacy in the exercise of Christian charity,” 
Pope Leo’s Encyclical on the “condition of the workers” is thus an Encyclical on the poor 
and on the terrible conditions to which the new and often violent process of 
industrialization had reduced great multitudes of people. Today, in many parts of the 
world, similar processes of economic, social and political transformation are creating the 
same evils. 

If Pope Leo XIII calls upon the State to remedy the condition of the poor in accordance 
with justice, he does so because of his timely awareness that the State has the duty of 
watching over the common good and of ensuring that every sector of social life, not 
excluding the economic one, contributes to achieving that good, while respecting the 
rightful autonomy of each sector. This should not however lead us to think that Pope Leo 
expected the State to solve every social problem. On the contrary, he frequently insists on 
necessary limits to the State’s intervention and on its instrumental character, inasmuch as 
the individual, the family and society are prior to the State, and inasmuch as the State 
exists in order to protect their rights and not stifle them. 

********* 

15. Rerum novarum is opposed to State control of the means of production, which would 
reduce every citizen to being a “cog” in the State machine. It is no less forceful in 
criticizing a concept of the State which completely excludes the economic sector from the 
State’s range of interest and action. There is certainly a legitimate sphere of autonomy in 
economic life which the State should not enter. The State, however, has the task of 
determining the juridical framework within which economic affairs are to be conducted, 
and thus of safeguarding the prerequisites of a free economy, which presumes a certain 
equality between the parties, such that one party would not be so powerful as practically 
to reduce the other to subservience. 

 II. C. Unions (the struggle for justice) 
   
49. The most important of all are workingmen’s unions, for these virtually include all the 
rest. History attests what excellent results were brought about by the artificers’ guilds of 
olden times. They were the means of affording not only many advantages to the 
workmen, but in no small degree of promoting the advancement of art, as numerous 
monuments remain to bear witness. Such unions should be suited to the requirements of 
this our age - an age of wider education, of different habits, and of far more numerous 
requirements in daily life. It is gratifying to know that there are actually in existence not a 
few associations of this nature, consisting either of workmen alone, or of workmen and 
employers together, but it were greatly to be desired that they should become more 
numerous and more efficient. We have spoken of them more than once, yet it will be well 
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to explain here how notably they are needed, to show that they exist of their own right, 
and what should be their organization and their mode of action. 
 
********* 
 
52. There are occasions, doubtless, when it is fitting that the law should intervene to 
prevent certain associations, as when men join together for purposes which are evidently 
bad, unlawful, or dangerous to the State. In such cases, public authority may justly forbid 
the formation of such associations, and may dissolve them if they already exist. But every 
precaution should be taken not to violate the rights of individuals and not to impose 
unreasonable regulations under pretense of public benefit. For laws only bind when they 
are in accordance with right reason, and, hence, with the eternal law of God. 
 
 
  II. C. 2. Centesimus annus 
 
7. In close connection with the right to private property, Pope Leo XIII’s Encyclical also 
affirms other rights as inalienable and proper to the human person. Prominent among 
these, because of the space which the Pope devotes to it and the importance which he 
attaches to it, is the “natural human right” to form private associations. This means above 
all the right to establish professional associations of employers and workers, or of 
workers alone. Here we find the reason for the Church’s defense and approval of the 
establishment of what are commonly called trade unions: certainly not because of 
ideological prejudices or in order to surrender to a class mentality, but because the right 
of association is a natural right of the human being, which therefore precedes his or her 
incorporation into political society. Indeed, the formation of unions “cannot ... be 
prohibited by the State,” because “the State is bound to protect natural rights, not to 
destroy them; and if it forbids its citizens to form associations, it contradicts the very 
principle of its own existence.” 
 
********* 
14. From the same atheistic source, socialism also derives its choice of the means of 
action condemned in Rerum novarum, namely, class struggle. The Pope does not, of 
course, intend to condemn every possible form of social conflict. The Church is well 
aware that in the course of history conflicts of interest between different social groups 
inevitably arise, and that in the face of such conflicts Christians must often take a 
position, honestly and decisively. The Encyclical Laborem exercens moreover clearly 
recognized the positive role of conflict when it takes the form of a “struggle for social 
justice;” Quadragesimo anno had already stated that “if the class struggle abstains from 
enmities and mutual hatred, it gradually changes into an honest discussion of differences 
founded on a desire for justice.”  
 

II. D. The Church aims higher still (the State can’t do it all) 
   
21. But the Church, with Jesus Christ as her Master and Guide, aims higher still. She lays 
down precepts yet more perfect, and tries to bind class to class in friendliness and good 
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feeling. The things of earth cannot be understood or valued aright without taking into 
consideration the life to come, the life that will know no death. Exclude the idea of 
futurity, and forthwith the very notion of what is good and right would perish; nay, the 
whole scheme of the universe would become a dark and unfathomable mystery. The great 
truth which we learn from nature herself is also the grand Christian dogma on which 
religion rests as on its foundation - that, when we have given up this present life, then 
shall we really begin to live. God has not created us for the perishable and transitory 
things of earth, but for things heavenly and everlasting; He has given us this world as a 
place of exile, and not as our abiding place. As for riches and the other things which men 
call good and desirable, whether we have them in abundance, or are lacking in them-so 
far as eternal happiness is concerned - it makes no difference; the only important thing is 
to use them aright. Jesus Christ, when He redeemed us with plentiful redemption, took 
not away the pains and sorrows which in such large proportion are woven together in the 
web of our mortal life. He transformed them into motives of virtue and occasions of 
merit; and no man can hope for eternal reward unless he follow in the blood-stained 
footprints of his Savior. “If we suffer with Him, we shall also reign with Him.” Christ’s 
labors and sufferings, accepted of His own free will, have marvelously sweetened all 
suffering and all labor. And not only by His example, but by His grace and by the hope 
held forth of everlasting recompense, has He made pain and grief more easy to endure; 
“for that which is at present momentary and light of our tribulation, worketh for us above 
measure exceedingly an eternal weight of glory.” 

22. Therefore, those whom fortune favors are warned that riches do not bring freedom 
from sorrow and are of no avail for eternal happiness, but rather are obstacles; that the 
rich should tremble at the threatenings of Jesus Christ - threatenings so unwonted in the 
mouth of our Lord - and that a most strict account must be given to the Supreme Judge 
for all we possess… 

 
  II. D. 2. “Universal destination of goods”  
 
8. The fact that God has given the earth for the use and enjoyment of the whole human 
race can in no way be a bar to the owning of private property. For God has granted the 
earth to mankind in general, not in the sense that all without distinction can deal with it as 
they like, but rather that no part of it was assigned to any one in particular, and that the 
limits of private possession have been left to be fixed by man’s own industry, and by the 
laws of individual races. 
 
********* 
 
22. …The chief and most excellent rule for the right use of money is one the heathen 
philosophers hinted at, but which the Church has traced out clearly, and has not only 
made known to men’s minds, but has impressed upon their lives. It rests on the principle 
that it is one thing to have a right to the possession of money and another to have a right 
to use money as one wills. Private ownership, as we have seen, is the natural right of 
man, and to exercise that right, especially as members of society, is not only lawful, but 
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absolutely necessary. “It is lawful,” says St. Thomas Aquinas, “for a man to hold private 
property; and it is also necessary for the carrying on of human existence.”“ But if the 
question be asked: How must one’s possessions be used? - the Church replies without 
hesitation in the words of the same holy Doctor: “Man should not consider his material 
possessions as his own, but as common to all, so as to share them without hesitation when 
others are in need. Whence the Apostle with, ‘Command the rich of this world... to offer 
with no stint, to apportion largely.’” True, no one is commanded to distribute to others 
that which is required for his own needs and those of his household; nor even to give 
away what is reasonably required to keep up becomingly his condition in life, “for no one 
ought to live other than becomingly.” But, when what necessity demands has been 
supplied, and one’s standing fairly taken thought for, it becomes a duty to give to the 
indigent out of what remains over. “Of that which remaineth, give alms.” It is a duty, not 
of justice (save in extreme cases), but of Christian charity - a duty not enforced by human 
law. But the laws and judgments of men must yield place to the laws and judgments of 
Christ the true God, who in many ways urges on His followers the practice of almsgiving 
- ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive;” and who will count a kindness done or 
refused to the poor as done or refused to Himself - “As long as you did it to one of My 
least brethren you did it to Me.” To sum up, then, what has been said: Whoever has 
received from the divine bounty a large share of temporal blessings, whether they be 
external and material, or gifts of the mind, has received them for the purpose of using 
them for the perfecting of his own nature, and, at the same time, that he may employ 
them, as the steward of God’s providence, for the benefit of others. “He that hath a 
talent,” said St. Gregory the Great, “let him see that he hide it not; he that hath 
abundance, let him quicken himself to mercy and generosity; he that hath art and skill, let 
him do his best to share the use and the utility hereof with his neighbor.” 
 
  II. D. 3.  
 
28. Neither must it be supposed that the solicitude of the Church is so preoccupied with 
the spiritual concerns of her children as to neglect their temporal and earthly interests. 
Her desire is that the poor, for example, should rise above poverty and wretchedness, and 
better their condition in life; and for this she makes a strong endeavor. By the fact that 
she calls men to virtue and forms them to its practice she promotes this in no slight 
degree…. 
 
30… At the present day many there are who, like the heathen of old, seek to blame and 
condemn the Church for such eminent charity. They would substitute in its stead a system 
of relief organized by the State. But no human expedients will ever make up for the 
devotedness and self sacrifice of Christian charity. Charity, as a virtue, pertains to the 
Church; for virtue it is not, unless it be drawn from the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus 
Christ; and whosoever turns his back on the Church cannot be near to Christ.  
 
31. It cannot, however, be doubted that to attain the purpose we are treating of, not only 
the Church, but all human agencies, must concur. All who are concerned in the matter 
should be of one mind and according to their ability act together. It is with this, as with 
providence that governs the world; the results of causes do not usually take place save 
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where all the causes cooperate. It is sufficient, therefore, to inquire what part the State 
should play in the work of remedy and relief. 
 
  II. D. 4. Centesimus annus 

30. In Rerum novarum, Leo XIII strongly affirmed the natural character of the right to 
private property, using various arguments against the socialism of his time. This right, 
which is fundamental for the autonomy and development of the person, has always been 
defended by the Church up to our own day. At the same time, the Church teaches that the 
possession of material goods is not an absolute right, and that its limits are inscribed in its 
very nature as a human right. 

While the Pope proclaimed the right to private ownership, he affirmed with equal clarity 
that the “use” of goods, while marked by freedom, is subordinated to their original 
common destination as created goods, as well as to the will of Jesus Christ as expressed 
in the Gospel. Pope Leo wrote: “those whom fortune favors are admonished ... that they 
should tremble at the warnings of Jesus Christ ... and that a most strict account must be 
given to the Supreme Judge for the use of all they possess;” and quoting Saint Thomas 
Aquinas, he added: “But if the question be asked, how must one’s possessions be used? 
the Church replies without hesitation that man should not consider his material 
possessions as his own, but as common to all...,” because “above the laws and judgments 
of men stands the law, the judgment of Christ.” 

The Successors of Leo XIII have repeated this twofold affirmation: the necessity and 
therefore the legitimacy of private ownership, as well as the limits which are imposed on 
it. The Second Vatican Council likewise clearly restated the traditional doctrine in words 
which bear repeating: “In making use of the exterior things we lawfully possess, we 
ought to regard them not just as our own but also as common, in the sense that they can 
profit not only the owners but others too;” and a little later we read: “Private property or 
some ownership of external goods affords each person the scope needed for personal and 
family autonomy, and should be regarded as an extension of human freedom ... Of its 
nature private property also has a social function which is based on the law of the 
common purpose of goods.” I have returned to this same doctrine, first in my address to 
the Third Conference of the Latin American Bishops at Puebla, and later in the 
Encyclicals Laborem exercens and Sollicitudo rei socialis. 

********* 
 
48.2. Another task of the State is that of overseeing and directing the exercise of human 
rights in the economic sector. However, primary responsibility in this area belongs not to 
the State but to individuals and to the various groups and associations which make up 
society. The State could not directly ensure the right to work for all its citizens unless it 
controlled every aspect of economic life and restricted the free initiative of individuals. 
This does not mean, however, that the State has no competence in this domain, as was 
claimed by those who argued against any rules in the economic sphere. Rather, the State 
has a duty to sustain business activities by creating conditions which will ensure job 
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opportunities, by stimulating those activities where they are lacking or by supporting 
them in moments of crisis. 
 
********* 

53. Faced with the poverty of the working class, Pope Leo XIII wrote: “We approach this 
subject with confidence, and in the exercise of the rights which manifestly pertain to us ... 
By keeping silence we would seem to neglect the duty incumbent on us.” During the last 
hundred years the Church has repeatedly expressed her thinking, while closely following 
the continuing development of the social question. She has certainly not done this in 
order to recover former privileges or to impose her own vision. Her sole purpose has been 
care and responsibility for man, who has been entrusted to her by Christ himself: for this 
man, whom, as the Second Vatican Council recalls, is the only creature on earth which 
God willed for its own sake, and for which God has his plan, that is, a share in eternal 
salvation. We are not dealing here with man in the “abstract,” but with the real, 
“concrete,” “historical” man. We are dealing with each individual, since each one is 
included in the mystery of Redemption, and through this mystery Christ has united 
himself with each one for ever. It follows that the Church cannot abandon man, and that 
“this man is the primary route that the Church must travel in fulfilling her mission ... the 
way traced out by Christ himself, the way that leads invariably through the mystery of the 
Incarnation and the Redemption.” 

This, and this alone, is the principle which inspires the Church’s social doctrine. The 
Church has gradually developed that doctrine in a systematic way, above all in the 
century that has followed the date we are commemorating, precisely because the horizon 
if the Church’s whole wealth of doctrine is man in his concrete reality as sinful and 
righteous. 
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III. Sollicitudo rei socialis – “On Social Concern” 

  
C. Development is not only economic 

28. At the same time, however, the “economic” concept itself, linked to the word 
development, has entered into crisis. In fact there is a better understanding today that the 
mere accumulation of goods and services, even for the benefit of the majority, is not 
enough for the realization of human happiness. Nor, in consequence, does the availability 
of the many real benefits provided in recent times by science and technology, including 
the computer sciences, bring freedom from every form of slavery. On the contrary, the 
experience of recent years shows that unless all the considerable body of resources and 
potential at man’s disposal is guided by a moral understanding and by an orientation 
towards the true good of the human race, it easily turns against man to oppress him. 

A disconcerting conclusion about the most recent period should serve to enlighten us: 
side-by-side with the miseries of underdevelopment, themselves unacceptable, we find 
ourselves up against a form of superdevelopment, equally inadmissible. because like the 
former it is contrary to what is good and to true happiness. This super-development, 
which consists in an excessive availability of every kind of material goods for the benefit 
of certain social groups, easily makes people slaves of “possession” and of immediate 
gratification, with no other horizon than the multiplication or continual replacement of 
the things already owned with others still better. This is the so-called civilization of 
“consumption” or “ consumerism ,” which involves so much “throwing-away” and 
“waste.” An object already owned but now superseded by something better is discarded, 
with no thought of its possible lasting value in itself, nor of some other human being who 
is poorer. 

All of us experience firsthand the sad effects of this blind submission to pure 
consumerism: in the first place a crass materialism, and at the same time a radical 
dissatisfaction, because one quickly learns - unless one is shielded from the flood of 
publicity and the ceaseless and tempting offers of products - that the more one possesses 
the more one wants, while deeper aspirations remain unsatisfied and perhaps even stifled. 

The Encyclical of Pope Paul VI pointed out the difference, so often emphasized today, 
between “having” and “being,” which had been expressed earlier in precise words by the 
Second Vatican Council. To “have” objects and goods does not in itself perfect the 
human subject, unless it contributes to the maturing and enrichment of that subject’s 
“being,” that is to say unless it contributes to the realization of the human vocation as 
such. 

Of course, the difference between “being” and “having,” the danger inherent in a mere 
multiplication or replacement of things possessed compared to the value of “being,” need 
not turn into a contradiction. One of the greatest injustices in the contemporary world 
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consists precisely in this: that the ones who possess much are relatively few and those 
who possess almost nothing are many. It is the injustice of the poor distribution of the 
goods and services originally intended for all. 

This then is the picture: there are some people - the few who possess much - who do not 
really succeed in “being” because, through a reversal of the hierarchy of values, they are 
hindered by the cult of “having;” and there are others - the many who have little or 
nothing - who do not succeed in realizing their basic human vocation because they are 
deprived of essential goods.  

The evil does not consist in “having” as such, but in possessing without regard for the 
quality and the ordered hierarchy of the goods one has. Quality and hierarchy arise from 
the subordination of goods and their availability to man’s “being” and his true vocation. 

This shows that although development has a necessary economic dimension, since it must 
supply the greatest possible number of the world’s inhabitants with an availability of 
goods essential for them “to be,” it is not limited to that dimension. If it is limited to this, 
then it turns against those whom it is meant to benefit. 

The characteristics of full development, one which is “more human” and able to sustain 
itself at the level of the true vocation of men and women without denying economic 
requirements, were described by Paul VI. 

29. Development which is not only economic must be measured and oriented according 
to the reality and vocation of man seen in his totality, namely, according to his interior 
dimension. There is no doubt that he needs created goods and the products of industry, 
which is constantly being enriched by scientific and technological progress. And the ever 
greater availability of material goods not only meets needs but also opens new horizons. 
The danger of the misuse of material goods and the appearance of artificial needs should 
in no way hinder the regard we have for the new goods and resources placed at our 
disposal and the use we make of them. On the contrary, we must see them as a gift from 
God and as a response to the human vocation, which is fully realized in Christ. 

However, in trying to achieve true development we must never lose sight of that 
dimension which is in the specific nature of man, who has been created by God in his 
image and likeness (cf. Gen 1:26). It is a bodily and a spiritual nature, symbolized in the 
second creation account by the two elements: the earth, from which God forms man’s 
body, and the breath of life which he breathes into man’s nostrils (cf. Gen 2:7). 

Thus man comes to have a certain affinity with other creatures: he is called to use them, 
and to be involved with them. As the Genesis account says (cf. Gen 2:15), he is placed in 
the garden with the duty of cultivating and watching over it, being superior to the other 
creatures placed by God under his dominion (cf. Gen 1:25-26). But at the same time man 
must remain subject to the will of God, who imposes limits upon his use and dominion 
over things (cf. Gen 2:16-17), just as he promises his mortality (cf. Gen 2:9; Wis 2:23). 
Thus man, being the image of God, has a true affinity with him too. On the basis of this 
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teaching, development cannot consist only in the use, dominion over and indiscriminate 
possession of created things and the products of human industry, but rather in 
subordinating the possession, dominion and use to man’s divine likeness and to his 
vocation to immortality. This is the transcendent reality of the human being, a reality 
which is seen to be shared from the beginning by a couple, a man and a woman (cf. Gen 
1:27), and is therefore fundamentally social. 

 
 D. Interdependence, 26.5 
 
At the same time, in a world divided and beset by every type of conflict, the conviction is 
growing of a radical interdependence and consequently of the need for a solidarity which 
will take up interdependence and transfer it to the moral plane. Today perhaps more than 
in the past, people are realizing that they are linked together by a common destiny, which 
is to be constructed together, if catastrophe for all is to be avoided. From the depth of 
anguish, fear and escapist phenomena like drugs, typical of the contemporary world, the 
idea is slowly emerging that the good to which we are all called and the happiness to 
which we aspire cannot be obtained without an effort and commitment on the part of all, 
nobody excluded, and the consequent renouncing of personal selfishness. 
 
 
 
 E. Solidarity, 38-40. 
 

38. … On the path toward the desired conversion, toward the overcoming of the moral 
obstacles to development, it is already possible to point to the positive and moral value of 
the growing awareness of interdependence among individuals and nations. The fact that 
men and women in various parts of the world feel personally affected by the injustices 
and violations of human rights committed in distant countries, countries which perhaps 
they will never visit, is a further sign of a reality transformed into awareness, thus 
acquiring a moral connotation. 

It is above all a question of interdependence, sensed as a system determining 
relationships in the contemporary world, in its economic, cultural, political and religious 
elements, and accepted as a moral category. When interdependence becomes recognized 
in this way, the correlative response as a moral and social attitude, as a “virtue,” is 
solidarity. This then is not a feeling of vague compassion or shallow distress at the 
misfortunes of so many people, both near and far. On the contrary, it is a firm and 
persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the 
good of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all. This 
determination is based on the solid conviction that what is hindering full development is 
that desire for profit and that thirst for power already mentioned. These attitudes and 
“structures of sin” are only conquered - presupposing the help of divine grace - by a 
diametrically opposed attitude: a commitment to the good of one’s neighbor with the 
readiness, in the gospel sense, to “lose oneself” for the sake of the other instead of 
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exploiting him, and to “serve him” instead of oppressing him for one’s own advantage 
(cf. Mt 10:40-42; 20:25; Mk 10:42-45; Lk 22:25-27). 

39. The exercise of solidarity within each society is valid when its members recognize 
one another as persons. Those who are more influential, because they have a greater share 
of goods and common services, should feel responsible for the weaker and be ready to 
share with them all they possess. Those who are weaker, for their part, in the same spirit 
of solidarity, should not adopt a purely passive attitude or one that is destructive of the 
social fabric, but, while claiming their legitimate rights, should do what they can for the 
good of all. The intermediate groups, in their turn, should not selfishly insist on their 
particular interests, but respect the interests of others…. 
 
… The same criterion is applied by analogy in international relationships. 
Interdependence must be transformed into solidarity, based upon the principle that the 
goods of creation are meant for all. That which human industry produces through the 
processing of raw materials, with the contribution of work, must serve equally for the 
good of all. 


