
Salt of the Earth - REFERENCES 

CHAPTER 3: PRINCIPLE OF ASSOCIATION 

The following are extracts of the references listed in this chapter of Salt of the Earth. To 
read the full Church documents, click here.
 
A. Centesimus Annus (The hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum) 

Pope John Paul II 
1 Jan 1991 
Paragraph 7 

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.19 Here we find the reason for the Church's defence 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".20

Together with this right, which — it must be stressed — the Pope explicitly 
acknowledges as belonging to workers, or, using his own language, to "the working 
class", the Encyclical affirms just as clearly the right to the "limitation of working hours", 
the right to legitimate rest and the right of children and women21 to be treated differently 
with regard to the type and duration of work. 

If we keep in mind what history tells us about the practices permitted or at least not 
excluded by law regarding the way in which workers were employed, without any 
guarantees as to working hours or the hygienic conditions of the work-place, or even 
regarding the age and sex of apprentices, we can appreciate the Pope's severe statement: 
"It is neither just nor human so to grind men down with excessive labour as to stupefy 
their minds and wear out their bodies". And referring to the "contract" aimed at putting 
into effect "labour relations" of this sort, he affirms with greater precision, that "in all 
agreements between employers and workers there is always the condition expressed or 
understood" that proper rest be allowed, proportionate to "the wear and tear of one's 
strength". He then concludes: "To agree in any other sense would be against what is right 
and just".22
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B.  Mater et Magistra (On Christianity and Social Progress) 

Pope John XXIII 
15 May 1961 
Paragraphs 22, 61-67 

 
 
22. Pope Leo XIII also defended the worker's natural right to enter into association with 
his fellows. Such associations may consist either of workers alone or of workers and 
employers, and should be structured in a way best calculated to safeguard the workers' 
legitimate professional interest. And it is the natural right of the workers to work without 
hindrance, freely, and on their own initiative within these associations for the 
achievement of these ends. 
 

61. Clearly, this sort of development in social relationships brings many advantages in its 
train. It makes it possible for the individual to exercise many of his personal rights, 
especially those which we call economic and social and which pertain to the necessities 
of life, health care, education on a more extensive and improved basis, a more thorough 
professional training, housing, work, and suitable leisure and recreation. Furthermore, the 
progressive perfection of modern methods of thought-diffusion—the press, cinema, radio, 
television—makes it possible for everyone to participate in human events the world over.  

62. At the same time, however, this multiplication and daily extension of forms of 
association brings with it a multiplicity of restrictive laws and regulations in many 
departments of human life. As a consequence, it narrows the sphere of a person's freedom 
of action. The means often used, the methods followed, the atmosphere created, all 
conspire to make it difficult for a person to think independently of outside influences, to 
act on his own initiative, exercise his responsibility and express and fulfil his own 
personality. What then? Must we conclude that these increased social relationships 
necessarily reduce men to the condition of being mere automatons? By no means.  

Creation of Free Men 

63. For actually this growth in the social life of man is not a product of natural forces 
working, as it were, by blind impulse. It is, as we saw, the creation of men who are free 
and autunomous by nature—though they must, of course, recognize and, in a sense, obey 
the laws of economic development and social progress, and cannot altogether escape 
from the pressure of environment.  

64. The development of these social relationships, therefore, can and ought to be realized 
in a way best calculated to promote its inherent advantages and to preclude, or at least 
diminish, its attendant disadvantages.  
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Proper Balance Necessary 

65. To this end, a sane view of the common good must be present and operative in men 
invested with public authority. They must take account of all those social conditions 
which favor the full development of human personality. Moreover, We consider it 
altogether vital that the numerous intermediary bodies and corporate enterprises—which 
are, so to say, the main vehicle of this social growth—be really autonomous, and loyally 
collaborate in pursuit of their own specific interests and those of the common good. For 
these groups must themselves necessarily present the form and substance of a true 
community, and this will only be the case if they treat their individual members as human 
persons and encourage them to take an active part in the ordering of their lives.  

66. As these mutual ties binding the men of our age one to the other grow and develop, 
governments will the more easily achieve a right order the more they succeed in striking 
a balance between the autonomous and active collaboration of individuals and groups, 
and the timely coordination and encouragement by the State of these private 
undertakings.  

67. So long as social relationships do in fact adhere to these principles within the 
framework of the moral order, their extension does not necessarily mean that individual 
citizens will be gravely discriminated against or excessively burdened. On the contrary, 
we can hope that they will help him to develop and perfect his own personal talents, and 
lead to that organic reconstruction of society which Our Predecessor Pius XI advocated in 
his encyclical Quadragesimo Anno as the indispensable prerequisite for the fulfilment of 
the rights and obligations of social life. 26

 
C. Pacem in Terris (On Establishing Universal Peace in Truth, Justice, Charity 

and Liberty) 
Pope John XXIII 
11 Apr 1963 
Paragraphs 23-24  

 

23. Men are by nature social, and consequently they have the right to meet together and 
to form associations with their fellows. They have the right to confer on such associations 
the type of organization which they consider best calculated to achieve their objectives. 
They have also the right to exercise their own initiative and act on their own 
responsibility within these associations for the attainment of the desired results , 20

24. As We insisted in Our encyclical Mater et Magistra, the founding of a great many 
such intermediate groups or societies for the pursuit of aims which it is not within the 
competence of the individual to achieve efficiently, is a matter of great urgency. Such 
groups and societies must be considered absolutely essential for the safeguarding of 
man's personal freedom and dignity, while leaving intact a sense of responsibility. 21
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D. Quadragesimo Anno (On Reconstruction of the Social Order) 

Pope Pius XI 
15 May 1931 
Paragraphs 84-90 

 

84. Because order, as St. Thomas well explains,49 is unity arising from the harmonious 
arrangement of many objects, a true, genuine social order demands that the various 
members of a society be united together by some strong bond. This unifying force is 
present not only in the producing of goods or the rendering of services - in which the 
employers and employees of an identical Industry or Profession collaborate jointly - but 
also in that common good, to achieve which all Industries and Professions together ought, 
each to the best of its ability, to cooperate amicably. And this unity will be the stronger 
and more effective, the more faithfully individuals and the Industries and Professions 
themselves strive to do their work and excel in it.  

85. It is easily deduced from what has been said that the interests common to the whole 
Industry or Profession should hold first place in these guilds. The most important among 
these interests is to promote the cooperation in the highest degree of each industry and 
profession for the sake of the common good of the country. Concerning matters, 
however, in which particular points, involving advantage or detriment to employers or 
workers, may require special care and protection, the two parties, when these cases arise, 
can deliberate separately or as the situation requires reach a decision separately.  

86. The teaching of Leo XIII on the form of political government, namely, that men are 
free to choose whatever form they please, provided that proper regard is had for the 
requirements of justice and of the common good, is equally applicable in due proportion, 
it is hardly necessary to say, to the guilds of the various industries and professions.50  

87. Moreover, just as inhabitants of a town are wont to found associations with the widest 
diversity of purposes, which each is quite free to join or not, so those engaged in the same 
industry or profession will combine with one another into associations equally free for 
purposes connected in some manner with the pursuit of the calling itself. Since these free 
associations are clearly and lucidly explained by Our Predecessor of illustrious memory, 
We consider it enough to emphasize this one point: People are quite free not only to 
found such associations, which are a matter of private order and private right, but also in 
respect to them "freely to adopt the organization and the rules which they judge most 
appropriate to achieve their purpose."51 The same freedom must be asserted for founding 
associations that go beyond the boundaries of individual callings. And may these free 
organizations, now flourishing and rejoicing in their salutary fruits, set before themselves 
the task of preparing the way, in conformity with the mind of Christian social teaching, 
for those larger and more important guilds, Industries and Professions, which We 
mentioned before, and make every possible effort to bring them to realization.  
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88. Attention must be given also to another matter that is closely connected with the 
foregoing. Just as the unity of human society cannot be founded on an opposition of 
classes, so also the right ordering of economic life cannot be left to a free competition of 
forces. For from this source, as from a poisoned spring, have originated and spread all the 
errors of individualist economic teaching. Destroying through forgetfulness or ignorance 
the social and moral character of economic life, it held that economic life must be 
considered and treated as altogether free from and independent of public authority, 
because in the market, i.e., in the free struggle of competitors, it would have a principle 
of self direction which governs it much more perfectly than would the intervention of any 
created intellect. But free competition, while justified and certainly useful provided it is 
kept within certain limits, clearly cannot direct economic life - a truth which the outcome 
of the application in practice of the tenets of this evil individualistic spirit has more than 
sufficiently demonstrated. Therefore, it is most necessary that economic life be again 
subjected to and governed by a true and effective directing principle. This function is one 
that the economic dictatorship which has recently displaced free competition can still less 
perform, since it is a headstrong power and a violent energy that, to benefit people, needs 
to be strongly curbed and wisely ruled. But it cannot curb and rule itself. Loftier and 
nobler principles - social justice and social charity - must, therefore, be sought whereby 
this dictatorship may be governed firmly and fully. Hence, the institutions themselves of 
peoples and, particularly those of all social life, ought to be penetrated with this justice, 
and it is most necessary that it be truly effective, that is, establish a juridical and social 
order which will, as it were, give form and shape to all economic life. Social charity, 
moreover, ought to be as the soul of this order, an order which public authority ought to 
be ever ready effectively to protect and defend. It will be able to do this the more easily 
as it rids itself of those burdens which, as We have stated above, are not properly its own.  

89. Furthermore, since the various nations largely depend on one another in economic 
matters and need one another's help, they should strive with a united purpose and effort to 
promote by wisely conceived pacts and institutions a prosperous and happy international 
cooperation in economic life.  

90. If the members of the body social are, as was said, reconstituted, and if the directing 
principle of economic-social life is restored, it will be possible to say in a certain sense 
even of this body what the Apostle says of the mystical body of Christ: "The whole body 
(being closely joined and knit together through every joint of the system according to the 
functioning in due measure of each single part) derives its increase to the building up of 
itself in love."52  
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E. Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of Labor) 
Pope Leo XIII 
15 May 1891 
Paragraphs 48-61 

 

8. In the last place, employers and workmen may of themselves effect much, in the matter 
We are treating, by means of such associations and organizations as afford opportune aid 
to those who are in distress, and which draw the two classes more closely together. 
Among these may be enumerated societies for mutual help; various benevolent 
foundations established by private persons to provide for the workman, and for his widow 
or his orphans, in case of sudden calamity, in sickness, and in the event of death; and 
institutions for the welfare of boys and girls, young people, and those more advanced in 
years.  

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 
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.  

50. The consciousness of his own weakness urges man to call in aid from without. We 
read in the pages of holy Writ: "It is better that two should be together than one; for they 
have the advantage of their society. If one fall he shall be supported by the other. Woe to 
him that is alone, for when he falleth he hath none to lift him up."34 And further: "A 
brother that is helped by his brother is like a strong city."35 It is this natural impulse 
which binds men together in civil society; and it is likewise this which leads them to join 
together in associations which are, it is true, lesser and not independent societies, but, 
nevertheless, real societies.  

51. These lesser societies and the larger society differ in many respects, because their 
immediate purpose and aim are different. Civil society exists for the common good, and 
hence is concerned with the interests of all in general, albeit with individual interests also 
in their due place and degree. It is therefore called a public society, because by its 
agency, as St. Thomas of Aquinas says, "Men establish relations in common with one 
another in the setting up of a commonwealth."36 But societies which are formed in the 
bosom of the commonwealth are styled private, and rightly so, since their immediate 
purpose is the private advantage of the associates. "Now, a private society," says St. 
Thomas again, "is one which is formed for the purpose of carrying out private objects; as 
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when two or three enter into partnership with the view of trading in common."37 Private 
societies, then, although they exist within the body politic, and are severally part of the 
commonwealth, cannot nevertheless be absolutely, and as such, prohibited by public 
authority. For, to enter into a "society" of this kind is the natural right of man; and the 
State has for its office to protect natural rights, not to destroy them; and, if it forbid its 
citizens to form associations, it contradicts the very principle of its own existence, for 
both they and it exist in virtue of the like principle, namely, the natural tendency of man 
to dwell in society.  

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.38  

53. And here we are reminded of the confraternities, societies, and religious orders which 
have arisen by the Church's authority and the piety of Christian men. The annals of every 
nation down to our own days bear witness to what they have accomplished for the human 
race. It is indisputable that on grounds of reason alone such associations, being perfectly 
blameless in their objects, possess the sanction of the law of nature. In their religious 
aspect they claim rightly to be responsible to the Church alone. The rulers of the State 
accordingly have no rights over them, nor can they claim any share in their control; on 
the contrary, it is the duty of the State to respect and cherish them, and, if need be, to 
defend them from attack. It is notorious that a very different course has been followed, 
more especially in our own times. In many places the State authorities have laid violent 
hands on these communities, and committed manifold injustice against them; it has 
placed them under control of the civil law, taken away their rights as corporate bodies, 
and despoiled them of their property, in such property the Church had her rights, each 
member of the body had his or her rights, and there were also the rights of those who had 
founded or endowed these communities for a definite purpose, and, furthermore, of those 
for whose benefit and assistance they had their being. Therefore We cannot refrain from 
complaining of such spoliation as unjust and fraught with evil results; and with all the 
more reason do We complain because, at the very time when the law proclaims that 
association is free to all, We see that Catholic societies, however peaceful and useful, are 
hampered in every way, whereas the utmost liberty is conceded to individuals whose 
purposes are at once hurtful to religion and dangerous to the commonwealth.  

54. Associations of every kind, and especially those of working men, are now far more 
common than heretofore. As regards many of these there is no need at present to inquire 
whence they spring, what are their objects, or what the means they imply. Now, there is a 
good deal of evidence in favor of the opinion that many of these societies are in the hands 
of secret leaders, and are managed on principles ill - according with Christianity and the 
public well-being; and that they do their utmost to get within their grasp the whole field 
of labor, and force working men either to join them or to starve. Under these 
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circumstances Christian working men must do one of two things: either join associations 
in which their religion will be exposed to peril, or form associations among themselves 
and unite their forces so as to shake off courageously the yoke of so unrighteous and 
intolerable an oppression. No one who does not wish to expose man's chief good to 
extreme risk will for a moment hesitate to say that the second alternative should by all 
means be adopted.  

55. Those Catholics are worthy of all praise-and they are not a few-who, understanding 
what the times require, have striven, by various undertakings and endeavors, to better the 
condition of the working class by rightful means. They have taken up the cause of the 
working man, and have spared no efforts to better the condition both of families and 
individuals; to infuse a spirit of equity into the mutual relations of employers and 
employed; to keep before the eyes of both classes the precepts of duty and the laws of the 
Gospel - that Gospel which, by inculcating self restraint, keeps men within the bounds of 
moderation, and tends to establish harmony among the divergent interests and the various 
classes which compose the body politic. It is with such ends in view that we see men of 
eminence, meeting together for discussion, for the promotion of concerted action, and for 
practical work. Others, again, strive to unite working men of various grades into 
associations, help them with their advice and means, and enable them to obtain fitting and 
profitable employment. The bishops, on their part, bestow their ready good will and 
support; and with their approval and guidance many members of the clergy, both secular 
and regular, labor assiduously in behalf of the spiritual interest of the members of such 
associations. And there are not wanting Catholics blessed with affluence, who have, as it 
were, cast in their lot with the wage-earners, and who have spent large sums in founding 
and widely spreading benefit and insurance societies, by means of which the working 
man may without difficulty acquire through his labor not only many present advantages, 
but also the certainty of honorable support in days to come. How greatly such manifold 
and earnest activity has benefited the community at large is too well known to require Us 
to dwell upon it. We find therein grounds for most cheering hope in the future, provided 
always that the associations We have described continue to grow and spread, and are well 
and wisely administered. The State should watch over these societies of citizens banded 
together in accordance with their rights, but it should not thrust itself into their peculiar 
concerns and their organization, for things move and live by the spirit inspiring them, and 
may be killed by the rough grasp of a hand from without.  

56. In order that an association may be carried on with unity of purpose and harmony of 
action, its administration and government should be firm and wise. All such societies, 
being free to exist, have the further right to adopt such rules and organization as may best 
conduce to the attainment of their respective objects. We do not judge it possible to enter 
into minute particulars touching the subject of organization; this must depend on national 
character, on practice and experience, on the nature and aim of the work to be done, on 
the scope of the various trades and employments, and on other circumstances of fact and 
of time - all of which should be carefully considered.  

57. To sum up, then, We may lay it down as a general and lasting law that working men's 
associations should be so organized and governed as to furnish the best and most suitable 
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means for attaining what is aimed at, that is to say, for helping each individual member to 
better his condition to the utmost in body, soul, and property. It is clear that they must 
pay special and chief attention to the duties of religion and morality, and that social 
betterment should have this chiefly in view; otherwise they would lose wholly their 
special character, and end by becoming little better than those societies which take no 
account whatever of religion. What advantage can it be to a working man to obtain by 
means of a society material well-being, if he endangers his soul for lack of spiritual food? 
"What doth it profit a man, if he gain the whole world and suffer the loss of his 
soul?"39This, as our Lord teaches, is the mark or character that distinguishes the Christian 
from the heathen. "After all these things do the heathen seek . . . Seek ye first the 
Kingdom of God and His justice: and all these things shall be added unto you."40Let our 
associations, then, look first and before all things to God; let religious instruction have 
therein the foremost place, each one being carefully taught what is his duty to God, what 
he has to believe, what to hope for, and how he is to work out his salvation; and let all be 
warned and strengthened with special care against wrong principles and false teaching. 
Let the working man be urged and led to the worship of God, to the earnest practice of 
religion, and, among other things, to the keeping holy of Sundays and holy days. Let him 
learn to reverence and love holy Church, the common Mother of us all; and hence to obey 
the precepts of the Church, and to frequent the sacraments, since they are the means 
ordained by God for obtaining forgiveness of sin and fox leading a holy life.  

58. The foundations of the organization being thus laid in religion, We next proceed to 
make clear the relations of the members one to another, in order that they may live 
together in concord and go forward prosperously and with good results. The offices and 
charges of the society should be apportioned for the good of the society itself, and in such 
mode that difference in degree or standing should not interfere with unanimity and good-
will. It is most important that office bearers be appointed with due prudence and 
discretion, and each one's charge carefully mapped out, in order that no members may 
suffer harm. The common funds must be administered with strict honesty, in such a way 
that a member may receive assistance in proportion to his necessities. The rights and 
duties of the employers, as compared with the rights and duties of the employed, ought to 
be the subject of careful consideration. Should it happen that either a master or a 
workman believes himself injured, nothing would be more desirable than that a 
committee should be appointed, composed of reliable and capable members of the 
association, whose duty would be, conformably with the rules of the association, to settle 
the dispute. Among the several purposes of a society, one should be to try to arrange for a 
continuous supply of work at all times and seasons; as well as to create a fund out of 
which the members may be effectually helped in their needs, not only in the cases of 
accident, but also in sickness, old age, and distress.  

59. Such rules and regulations, if willingly obeyed by all, will sufficiently ensure the well 
being of the less well-to-do; whilst such mutual associations among Catholics are certain 
to be productive in no small degree of prosperity to the State. Is it not rash to conjecture 
the future from the past. Age gives way to age, but the events of one century are 
wonderfully like those of another, for they are directed by the providence of God, who 
overrules the course of history in accordance with His purposes in creating the race of 
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man. We are told that it was cast as a reproach on the Christians in the early ages of the 
Church that the greater number among them had to live by begging or by labor. Yet, 
destitute though they were of wealth and influence, they ended by winning over to their 
side the favor of the rich and the good-will of the powerful. They showed themselves 
industrious, hard-working, assiduous, and peaceful, ruled by justice, and, above all, 
bound together in brotherly love. In presence of such mode of life and such example, 
prejudice gave way, the tongue of malevolence was silenced, and the lying legends of 
ancient superstition little by little yielded to Christian truth.  

60. At the time being, the condition of the working classes is the pressing question of the 
hour, and nothing can be of higher interest to all classes of the State than that it should be 
rightly and reasonably settled. But it will be easy for Christian working men to solve it 
aright if they will form associations, choose wise guides, and follow on the path which 
with so much advantage to themselves and the common weal was trodden by their fathers 
before them. Prejudice, it is true, is mighty, and so is the greed of money; but if the sense 
of what is just and rightful be not deliberately stifled, their fellow citizens are sure to be 
won over to a kindly feeling towards men whom they see to be in earnest as regards their 
work and who prefer so unmistakably right dealing to mere lucre, and the sacredness of 
duty to every other consideration.  

61. And further great advantage would result from the state of things We are describing; 
there would exist so much more ground for hope, and likelihood, even, of recalling to a 
sense of their duty those working men who have either given up their faith altogether, or 
whose lives are at variance with its precepts. Such men feel in most cases that they have 
been fooled by empty promises and deceived by false pretexts. They cannot but perceive 
that their grasping employers too often treat them with great inhumanity and hardly care 
for them outside the profit their labor brings; and if they belong to any union, it is 
probably one in which there exists, instead of charity and love, that intestine strife which 
ever accompanies poverty when unresigned and unsustained by religion. Broken in spirit 
and worn down in body, how many of them would gladly free themselves from such 
galling bondage! But human respect, or the dread of starvation, makes them tremble to 
take the step. To such as these Catholic associations are of incalculable service, by 
helping them out of their difficulties, inviting them to companionship and receiving the 
returning wanderers to a haven where they may securely find repose.  
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