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CHAPTER 4: PRINCIPLE OF SUBSIDIARITY
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.

Mater et Magistra (On Christianity and Social Progress)
Pope John XXIII
15 May 1961
Paragraphs 51-77

51. It should be stated at the outset that in the economic order first place must be given to
the personal initiative of private citizens working either as individuals or in association
with each other in various ways for the furtherance of common interests.
52. But—for reasons explained by Our predecessors—the civil power must also have a
hand in the economy. It has to promote production in a way best calculated to achieve
social progress and the well-being of all citizens.
Personal Initiative and State Intervention
53. And in this work of directing, stimulating, co-ordinating, supplying and integrating,
its guiding principle must be the "principle of subsidiary function" formulated by Pius XI
in Quadragesimo Anno. 24 "This is a fundamental principle of social philosophy,
unshaken and unchangeable. . . Just as it is wrong to withdraw from the individual and
commit to a community what private enterprise and industry can accomplish, so too it is
an injustice, a grave evil and a disturbance of right order, for a larger and higher
association to arrogate to itself functions which can be performed efficiently by smaller
and lower societies. Of its very nature the true aim of all social activity should be to help
members of the social body, but never to destroy or absorb them." 25
54. The present advance in scientific knowledge and productive technology clearly puts it
within the power of the public authority to a much greater degree than ever before to
reduce imbalances which may exist between different branches of the economy or
between different regions within the same country or even between the different peoples
of the world. It also puts into the hands of public authority a greater means for limiting
fluctuations in the economy and for providing effective measures to prevent the
recurrence of mass unemployment. Hence the insistent demands on those in authority—
since they are responsible for the common good—to increase the degree and scope of
their activities in the economic sphere, and to devise ways and means and set the
necessary machinery in motion for the attainment of this end.
55. But however extensive and far-reaching the influence of the State on the economy
may be, it must never be exerted to the extent of depriving the individual citizen of his
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freedom of action. It must rather augment his freedom while effectively guaranteeing the
protection of his essential personal rights. Among these is a man's right and duty to be
primarily responsible for his own upkeep and that of his family. Hence every economic
system must permit and facilitate the free development of productive activity.
56. Moreover, as history itself testifies with ever-increasing clarity, there can be no such
thing as a well-ordered and prosperous society unless individual citizens and the State cooperate in the economy. Both sides must work together in harmony, and their respective
efforts must be proportioned to the needs of the common good in the prevailing
circumstances and conditions of human life.
57. Experience has shown that where personal initiative is lacking, political tyranny
ensues and, in addition, economic stagnation in the production of a wide range of
consumer goods and of services of the material and spiritual order—those, namely, which
are in a great measure dependent upon the exercise and stimulus of individual creative
talent.
58. Where, on the other hand, the good offices of the State are lacking or deficient,
incurable disorder ensues: in particular, the unscrupulous exploitation of the weak by the
strong. For men of this stamp are always in evidence, and, like cockle among the wheat,
thrive in every land.
Ramifications of the Social Process
59 . Certainly one of the principal characteristics which seem to be typical of our age is
an increase in social relationships, in those mutual ties, that is, which grow daily more
numerous and which have led to the introduction of many and varied forms of
associations in the lives and activities of citizens, and to their acceptance within our legal
framework. Scientific and technical progress, greater productive efficiency and a higher
standard of living are among the many present-day factors which would seem to have
contributed to this trend.
60. This development in the social life of man is at once a symptom and a cause of the
growing intervention of the State, even in matters which are of intimate concern to the
individual, hence of great importance and not devoid of risk. We might cite as examples
such matters as health and education, the choice of a career, and the care and
rehabilitation of the physically and mentally handicapped.
It is also partly the result, partly the expression of a natural, well-nigh irresistible urge in
man to combine with his fellows for the attainment of aims and objectives which are
beyond the means or the capabilities of single individuals. In recent times, this tendency
has given rise to the formation everywhere of both national and international movements,
associations and institutions with economic, cultural, social, sporting, recreational,
professional and political ends.
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Advantages and Disadvantages
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.
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,
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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
The Remuneration of Work
68. We are filled with an overwhelming sadness when We contemplate the sorry
spectacle of millions of workers in many lands and entire continents condemned through
the inadequcy of their wages to live with their families in utterly sub-human conditions.
This is probably due to the fact that the process of industrialization in these countries is
only in its initial stages, or is still not sufficiently developed.
69. Nevertheless, in some of these lands the enormous wealth, the unbridled luxury, of
the privileged few stands in violent, offensive contrast to the utter poverty of the vast
majority. In some parts of the world men are being subjected to inhuman privations so
that the output of the national economy can be increased at a rate of acceleration beyond
what would be possible if regard were had to social justice and equity. And in other
countries a notable percentage of income is absorbed in building up an ill-conceived
national prestige, and vast sums are spent on armaments.
70. In economically developed countries, relatively unimportant services, and services of
doubtful value, frequently carry a disproportionately high rate of remuneration, while the
diligent and profitable work of whole classes of honest, hard-working men gets scant
reward. Their rate of pay is quite inadequate to meet the basic needs of life. It in no way
corresponds to the contribution they make to the good of the community, to the profits of
the company for which they work, and to the general national economy.
Factors Determining Just Wage
71. We therefore consider it Our duty to reaffirm that the remuneration of work is not
something that can be left to the laws of the marketplace; nor should it be a decision left
to the will of the more powerful. It must be determined in accordance with justice and
equity; which means that workers must be paid a wage which allows them to live a truly
human life and to fulfill their family obligations in a worthy manner. Other factors too
enter into the assessment of a just wage: namely, the effective contribution which each
individual makes to the economic effort, the financial state of the company for which he
works, the requirements of the general good of the particular country—having regard
especially to the repercussions on the overall employment of the working force in the
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country as a whole—and finally the requirements of the common good of the universal
family of nations of every kind, both large and small.
72. The above principles are valid always and everywhere. So much is clear. But their
degree of applicability to concrete cases cannot be deter mined without reference to the
quantity and quality of available resources; and these can—and in fact do—vary from
country to country, and even, from time to time, within the same country.
Balancing Economic Development and Social Progress
73. In view of the rapid expansion of national economies, particularly since the war, there
is one very important social principle to which We would draw your attention. It is this:
Economic progress must be accompanied by a corresponding social progress, so that all
classes of citizens can participate in the increased productivity. The utmost vigilance and
effort is needed to ensure that social inequalities, so far from increasing, are reduced to a
minimum.
74. As Our Predecessor Pius XII observed with evident justification: "Likewise the
national economy, as it is the product of the men who work together in the community of
the State, has no other end than to secure without interruption the material conditions in
which the individual life of the citizens may fully develop. Where this is secured in a
permanent way, a people will be, in a true sense, economically rich, because the general
well-being, and consequently the personal right of all to the use of worldly goods, is thus
actuated in conformity with the purpose willed by the Creator." 27 From this it follows
that the economic prosperity of a nation is not so much its total assets in terms of wealth
and property, as the equitable division and distribution of this wealth.
This it is which guarantees the personal development of the members of society, which is
the true goal of a nation's economy.
Sharing Ownership
75. We must notice in this connection the system of self-financing adopted in many
countries by large, or comparatively large firms. Because these companies are financing
replacement and plant expansion out of their own profits, they grow at a very rapid rate.
In such cases We believe that the workers should be allocated shares in the firms for
which they work, especially when they are paid no more than a minimum wage.
76. We should recall here the principle enunciated by Pius XI in Quadragesimo Anno: "It
is entirely false to ascribe to the property alone or to the work alone whatever has been
obtained through the combined effort of both, and it is wholly unjust for either, denying
the efficacy of the other, to arrogate to itself whatever has been produced." 28
77. Experience suggests many ways in which the demands of justice can be satisfied. Not
to mention other ways, it is especially desirable today that workers gradually come to
share in the ownership of their company, by ways and in the manner that seem most
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suitable. For today, even more than in the time of Our Predecessor, "every effort must be
made that at least in future a just share only of the fruits of production be permitted to
accumulate in the hands of the wealthy, and that an ample sufficiency be supplied to the
workers." 29

B.

Pacem in Terris (On Establishing Universal Peace in Truth, Justice, Charity
and Liberty)
Pope John XXIII
11 Apr 1963
Paragraphs 46-79, 140-141

46. Human society can be neither well-ordered nor prosperous without the presence of
those who, invested with legal authority, preserve its institutions and do all that is
necessary to sponsor actively the interests of all its members. And they derive their
authority from God, for, as St. Paul teaches, "there is no power but from God". 28
In his commentary on this passage, St. John Chrysostom writes: "What are you saying? Is
every ruler appointed by God? No, that is not what I mean, he says, for I am not now
talking about individual rulers, but about authority as such. My contention is that the
existence of a ruling authority—the fact that some should command and others obey, and
that all things not come about as the result of blind chance—this is a provision of divine
wisdom." 29
God has created men social by nature, and a society cannot "hold together unless
someone is in command to give effective direction and unity of purpose. Hence every
civilized community must have a ruling authority, and this authority, no less than society
itself, has its source in nature, and consequently has God for its author." 30
47. But it must not be imagined that authority knows no bounds. Since its starting point is
the permission to govern in accordance with right reason, there is no escaping the
conclusion that it derives its binding force from the moral order, which in turn has God as
its origin and end.
Hence, to quote Pope Pius XII, "The absolute order of living beings, and the very purpose
of man—an autonomous being, the subject of duties and inviolable rights, and the origin
and purpose of human society—have a direct bearing upon the State as a necessary
community endowed with authority. Divest it of this authority, and it is nothing, it is
lifeless.... But right reason, and above all Christian faith, make it clear that such an order
can have no other origin but in God, a personal God, our Creator. Hence it is from Him
that State officials derive their dignity, for they share to some extent in the authority of
God Himself." 31
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An Appeal to Conscience
48. Hence, a regime which governs solely or mainly by means of threats and intimidation
or promises of reward, provides men with no effective incentive to work for the common
good. And even if it did, it would certainly be offensive to the dignity of free and rational
human beings. Authority is before all else a moral force. For this reason the appeal of
rulers should be to the individual conscience, to the duty which every man has of
voluntarily contributing to the common good. But since all men are equal in natural
dignity, no man has the capacity to force internal compliance on another. Only God can
do that, for He alone scrutinizes and judges the secret counsels of the heart.
49. Hence, representatives of the State have no power to bind men in conscience, unless
their own authority is tied to God's authority, and is a participation in it. 32
50. The application of this principle likewise safeguards the dignity of citizens. Their
obedience to civil authorities is never an obedience paid to them as men. It is in reality an
act of homage paid to God, the provident Creator of the universe, who has decreed that
men's dealings with one another be regulated in accordance with that order which He
Himself has established. And we men do not demean ourselves in showing due reverence
to God. On the contrary, we are lifted up and ennobled in spirit, for to serve God is to
reign. 33
5l. Governmental authority, therefore, is a postulate of the moral order and derives from
God. Consequently, laws and decrees passed in contravention of the moral order, and
hence of the divine will, can have no binding force in conscience, since "it is right to
obey God rather than men " 34
Indeed, the passing of such laws undermines the very nature of authority and results in
shameful abuse. As St. Thomas teaches, "In regard to the second proposition, we
maintain that human law has the rationale of law in so far as it is in accordance with right
reason, and as such it obviously derives from eternal law. A law which is at variance with
reason is to that extent unjust and has no longer the rationale of law. It is rather an act of
violence." 35
52. The fact that authority comes from God does not mean that men have no power to
choose those who are to rule the State, or to decide upon the type of government they
want, and determine the procedure and limitations of rulers in the exercise of their
authority. Hence the above teaching is consonant with any genuinely democratic form of
government. 36
Attainment of the Common Good is the Purpose of the Public Authority
53. Men, both as individuals and as intermediate groups, are required to make their own
specific contributions to the general welfare. The main consequence of this is that they
must harmonize their own interests with the needs of others, and offer their goods and
services as their rulers shall direct—assuming, of course, that justice is maintained and
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the authorities are acting within the limits of their competence. Those who have authority
in the State must exercise that authority in a way which is not only morally
irreproachable, but also best calculated to ensure or promote the State's welfare.
54. The attainment of the common good is the sole reason for the existence of civil
authorities. In working for the common good, therefore, the authorities must obviously
respect its nature, and at the same time adjust their legislation to meet the requirements of
the given situation .37
Essentials of the Common Good
55. Among the essential elements of the common good one must certainly include the
various characteristics distinctive of each individual people. 38 But these by no means
constitute the whole of it. For the common good, since it is intimately bound up with
human nature, can never exist fully and completely unless the human person is taken into
account at all times. Thus, attention must be paid to the basic nature of the common good
and what it is that brings it about. 39
56. We must add, therefore, that it is in the nature of the common good that every single
citizen has the right to share in it—although in different ways, depending on his tasks,
merits and circumstances. Hence every civil authority must strive to promote the
common good in the interest of all, without favoring any individual citizen or category of
citizen. As Pope Leo XIII insisted: "The civil power must not be subservient to the
advantage of any one individual, or of some few persons; inasmuch as it was established
for the common good of all." 40
Nevertheless, considerations of justice and equity can at times demand that those in
power pay more attention to the weaker members of society, since these are at a
disadvantage when it comes to defending their own rights and asserting their legitimate
interests. 41
The Spiritual, Too
57. In this connection, We would draw the attention of Our own sons to the fact that the
common good is something which affects the needs of the whole man, body and soul.
That, then, is the sort of good which rulers of States must take suitable measure to ensure.
They must respect the hierarchy of values, and aim at achieving the spiritual as well as
the material prosperity of their subjects. 42
58. These principles are clearly contained in that passage in Our encyclical Mater et
Magistra where We emphasized that the common good "must take account of all those
social conditions which favor the full development of human personality. 43
59. Consisting, as he does, of body and immortal soul, man cannot in this mortal life
satisfy his needs or attain perfect happiness. Thus, the measures that are taken to
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implement the common good must not jeopardize his eternal salvation; indeed, they must
even help him to obtain it. 44
Responsibilities of the Public Authority, and Rights and Duties of Individuals
60. It is generally accepted today that the common good is best safeguarded when
personal rights and duties are guaranteed. The chief concern of civil authorities must
therefore be to ensure that these rights are recognized, respected, co-ordinated, defended
and promoted, and that each individual is enabled to perform his duties more easily. For
"to safeguard the inviolable rights of the human person, and to facilitate the performance
of his duties, is the principal duty of every public authority." 45
61. Thus any government which refused to recognize human rights or acted in violation
of them, would not only fail in its duty; its decrees would be wholly lacking in binding
force. 46
Reconciliation and Protection of Rights and Duties of Individuals
62. One of the principal duties of any government, moreover, is the suitable and adequate
superintendence and co-ordination of men's respective rights in society. This must be
done in such a way 1) that the exercise of their rights by certain citizens does not obstruct
other citizens in the exercise of theirs; 2) that the individual, standing upon his own
rights, does not impede others in the performance of their duties; 3) that the rights of all
be effectively safeguarded, and completely restored if they have been violated. 47
Duty of Promoting the Rights of Individuals
63. In addition, heads of States must make a positive contribution to the creation of an
overall climate in which the individual can both safeguard his own rights and fulfill his
duties, and can do so readily. For if there is one thing we have learned in the school of
experience, it is surely this: that, in the modern world especially, political, economic and
cultural inequities among citizens become more and more widespread when public
authorities fail to take appropriate action in these spheres. And the consequence is that
human rights and duties are thus rendered totally ineffective.
64. The public administration must therefore give considerable care and thought to the
question of social as well as economic progress, and to the development of essential
services in keeping with the expansion of the productive system. Such services include
road-building, transportation, communications, drinking-water, housing, medical care,
ample facilities for the practice of religion, and aids to recreation. The government must
also see to the provision of insurance facilities, to obviate any likelihood of a citizen's
being unable to maintain a decent standard of living in the event of some misfortune, or
greatly in creased family responsibilities.
The government is also required to show no less energy and efficiency in the matter of
providing opportunities for suitable employment, graded to the capacity of the workers. It
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must make sure that working men are paid a just and equitable wage, and are allowed a
sense of responsibility in the industrial concerns for which they work. It must facilitate
the formation of intermediate groups, so that the social life of the people may become
more fruitful and less constrained. And finally, it must ensure that everyone has the
means and opportunity of sharing as far as possible in cultural benefits.
Harmonious Relations Between Public Authority's Two Forms of Intervention
65. The common welfare further demands that in their efforts to co-ordinate and protect,
and their efforts to promote, the rights of citizens, the civil authorities preserve a delicate
balance. An excessive concern for the rights of any particular individuals or groups might
well result in the principal advantages of the State being in effect monopolized by these
citizens. Or again, the absurd situation can arise where the civil authorities, while taking
measures to protect the rights of citizens, themselves stand in the way of the full exercise
of these rights. "For this principle must always be retained: that however extensive and
far-reaching the influence of the State on the economy may be, it must never be exerted
to the extent of depriving the individual citizen of his freedom of action. It must rather
augment his freedom, while effectively guaranteeing the protection of everyone's
essential, personal rights." 48
66. And the same principle must be adopted by civil authorities in their various efforts to
facilitate the exercise of rights and performance of duties in every department of social
life.
Structure and Operation of the Public Authority
67. For the rest, it is not possible to give a general ruling on the most suitable form of
government, or the ways in which civil authorities can most effectively fulfill their
legislative, administrative, and judicial functions.
68. In determining what form a particular government shall take, and the way in which it
shall function, a major consideration will be the prevailing circumstances and the
condition of the people; and these are things which vary in different places and at
different times.
We think, however, that it is in keeping with human nature for the State to be given a
form which embodies a threefold division of public office properly corresponding to the
three main functions of public authority. In such a State a precise legal framework is
provided, not only for the official functions of government, but also for the mutual
relations between citizens and public officials. This will obviously afford sure protection
to citizens, both in the safeguarding of their rights and in the fulfilment of their duties.
69. If, however, this juridical and political structure is to realize its potential benefits, it is
absolutely essential that public officials do their utmost to solve the problems that arise;
and they must do so by using policies and techniques which it is within their competence
to implement, and which suit the actual condition of the State. It is also essential that,
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despite constantly changing conditions, legislators never disregard the moral law or
constitutional provision, nor act at variance with the exigencies of the common good.
And as justice must be the guiding principle in the administration of the State, and
executives must thoroughly understand the law and carefully weigh all attendant
circumstances, so too in the courts: justice must be administered impartially, and judges
must be wholly incorrupt and uninfluenced by the solicitations of interested parties. The
good order of society also requires that individuals and subsidiary groups within the State
be effectively protected by law in the affirmation of their rights and the performance of
their duties, both in their relations with each other and with government officials. 49
Law and Conscience
70. There can be no doubt that a State juridical system which conforms to the principles
of justice and rightness, and corresponds to the degree of civic maturity evinced by the
State in question, is highly conducive to the attainment of the common good.
71. And yet social life is so complex, varied and active in this modern age, that even a
juridical system which has been established with great prudence and foresight often
seems inadequate to the need.
72. Moreover, the relations of citizens with each other, of citizens and intermediate
groups with public authorities, and the relations between public authorities of the same
State, are sometimes seen to be of so ambiguous and explosive a nature, that they are not
susceptible of being regulated by any hard and fast system of laws.
In such cases, if the authorities want to preserve the State's juridical system intact—in
itself and in its application to specific cases—and if they want to minister to the principal
needs of society, adapt the laws to the conditions of modern life and seek solutions to
new problems, then it is essential that they have a clear idea of the nature and limits of
their own legitimate spheres of action. Their calmness, integrity, clear sightedness and
perseverance must be such that they will recognize at once what is needed in a given
situation, and act with promptness and efficiency. 50
Citizens' Participation in Public Life
73. A natural consequence of men's dignity is unquestionably their right to take an active
part in government, though their degree of participation will necessarily depend on the
stage of development reached by the political community of which they are members.
74. For the rest, this right to take part in government opens out to men a new and
extensive field of opportunity for service. A situation is created in which civic authorities
can, from the greater frequency of their contacts and discussions with the citizens, gain a
clearer idea of what policies are in fact effectual for the common good; and in a system
which allows for a regular succession of public officials, the authority of these officials,
far from growing old and feeble, takes on a new vitality in keeping with the progressive
development of human society. 51
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Characteristics of the Present Day
75. There is every indication at the present time that these aims and ideals are giving rise
to various demands concerning the juridical organization of States. The first is this: that a
clear and precisely worded charter of fundamental human rights be formulated and
incorporated into the State's general constitutions.
76. Secondly, each State must have a public constitution, couched in juridical terms,
laying down clear rules relating to the designation of public officials, their reciprocal
relations, spheres of competence and prescribed methods of operation.
77. The final demand is that relations between citizens and public authorities be described
in terms of rights and duties. It must be clearly laid down that the principal function of
public authorities is to recognize, respect, co-ordinate, safeguard and promote citizens'
rights and duties
78. We must, however, reject the view that the will of the individual or the group is the
primary and only source of a citizen's rights and duties, and of the binding force of
political constitutions and the government's authority. 52
79. But the aspirations We have mentioned are a clear indication of the fact that men,
increasingly aware nowadays of their personal dignity, have found the incentive to enter
government service and demand constitutional recognition for their own inviolable rights.
Not content with this, they are demanding, too, the observance of constitutional
procedures in the appointment of public authorities, and are insisting that they exercise
their office within this constitutional framework.

140. The same principle of subsidiarity which governs the relations between public
authorities and individuals, families and intermediate societies in a single State, must also
apply to the relations between the public authority of the world community and the public
authorities of each political community. The special function of this universal authority
must be to evaluate and find a solution to economic, social, political and cultural
problems which affect the universal common good. These are problems which, because
of their extreme gravity, vastness and urgency, must be considered too difficult for the
rulers of individual States to solve with any degree of success.
141. But it is no part of the duty of universal authority to limit the sphere of action of the
public authority of individual States, or to arrogate any of their functions to itself. On the
contrary, its essential purpose is to create world conditions in which the public authorities
of each nation, its citizens and intermediate groups, can carry out their tasks, fullfill their
duties and claim their rights with greater security. 64
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C.

Quadragesimo Anno (On Reconstruction of the Social Order)
Pope Pius XI
15 May 1931
Paragraphs 78-87

78. When we speak of the reform of institutions, the State comes chiefly to mind, not as if
universal well-being were to be expected from its activity, but because things have come
to such a pass through the evil of what we have termed "individualism" that, following
upon the overthrow and near extinction of that rich social life which was once highly
developed through associations of various kinds, there remain virtually only individuals
and the State. This is to the great harm of the State itself; for, with a structure of social
governance lost, and with the taking over of all the burdens which the wrecked
associations once bore. the State has been overwhelmed and crushed by almost infinite
tasks and duties.
79. As history abundantly proves, it is true that on account of changed conditions many
things which were done by small associations in former times cannot be done now save
by large associations. Still, that most weighty principle, which cannot be set aside or
changed, remains fixed and unshaken in social philosophy: Just as it is gravely wrong to
take from individuals what they can accomplish by their own initiative and industry and
give it to the community, so also it is an injustice and at the same time a grave evil and
disturbance of right order to assign to a greater and higher association what lesser and
subordinate organizations can do. For every social activity ought of its very nature to
furnish help to the members of the body social, and never destroy and absorb them.
80. The supreme authority of the State ought, therefore, to let subordinate groups handle
matters and concerns of lesser importance, which would otherwise dissipate its efforts
greatly. Thereby the State will more freely, powerfully, and effectively do all those things
that belong to it alone because it alone can do them: directing, watching, urging,
restraining, as occasion requires and necessity demands. Therefore, those in power should
be sure that the more perfectly a graduated order is kept among the various associations,
in observance of the principle of "subsidiary function," the stronger social authority and
effectiveness will be the happier and more prosperous the condition of the State.
81. First and foremost, the State and every good citizen ought to look to and strive toward
this end: that the conflict between the hostile classes be abolished and harmonious
cooperation of the Industries and Professions be encouraged and promoted.
82. The social policy of the State, therefore, must devote itself to the re-establishment of
the Industries and Professions. In actual fact, human society now, for the reason that it is
founded on classes with divergent aims and hence opposed to one another and therefore
inclined to enmity and strife, continues to be in a violent condition and is unstable and
uncertain.
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83. Labor, as Our Predecessor explained well in his Encyclical,48 is not a mere
commodity. On the contrary, the worker's human dignity in it must be recognized. It
therefore cannot be bought and sold like a commodity. Nevertheless, as the situation now
stands, hiring and offering for hire in the so-called labor market separate men into two
divisions, as into battle lines, and the contest between these divisions turns the labor
market itself almost into a battlefield where, face to face, the opposing lines struggle
bitterly. Everyone understands that this grave evil which is plunging all human society to
destruction must be remedied as soon as possible. But complete cure will not come until
this opposition has been abolished and well-ordered members of the social body Industries and Professions - are constituted in which men may have their place, not
according to the position each has in the labor market but according to the respective
social functions which each performs. For under nature's guidance it comes to pass that
just as those who are joined together by nearness of habitation establish towns, so those
who follow the same industry or profession - whether in the economic or other field form guilds or associations, so that many are wont to consider these self-governing
organizations, if not essential, at least natural to civil society.
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
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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.

D.

Rerum Novarum (On the Condition of Labor)
Pope Leo XIII
15 May 1891
Paragraphs 51-53

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
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
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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.
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