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EXCERPTS 

Private Property 

104. It is well-known that in recent years in the larger industrial concerns distinction has been 

growing between the ownership of productive goods and the responsibility of company 

managers. This has created considerable problems for public authorities, whose duty it is to see 

that the aims pursued by the leaders of the principal organizations—especially those which have 

an important part to play in the national economy—do not conflict in any way with the interests 

of the common good. Experience shows that these problems arise whether the capital which 

makes possible these vast undertakings belongs to private citizens or to public corporations.  

105. It is also true that more and more people today, through belonging to insurance groups and 

systems of social security, find that they can face the future with confidence—the sort of 

confidence which formerly resulted from their possession of a certain amount of property.  

An Advanced View of Work 

106. And another thing happening today is that people are aiming at proficiency in their trade or 

profession rather than the acquisition of private property. They think more highly of an income 

which derives from capital and the rights of capital.  

107. And this is as it should be. Work, which is the immediate expression of a human 

personality, must always be rated higher than the possession of external goods which of their 

very nature are merely instrumental. This view of work is certainly an indication of an advance 

that has been made in our civilization.  

Confirmation of the Right of Ownership  

108. What, then, of that social and economic principle so vigorously asserted and defended by 

Our predecessors: man's natural right to own private property, including productive goods? Is 

this no longer operative today, or has it lost some of its validity in view of the economic 

conditions We have described above? This is the doubt that has arisen in many minds.  

109. There is no reason for such a doubt to persist. The right of private ownership of goods, 

including productive goods, has permanent validity. It is part of the natural order, which teaches 

that the individual is prior to society and society must be ordered to the good of the individual.  



Moreover, it would be quite useless to insist on free and personal initiative in the economic field, 

while at the same time withdrawing man's right to dispose freely of the means indispensable to 

the achievement of such initiative.  

Further, history and experience testify that in those political regimes which do not recognize the 

rights of private ownership of goods, productive included, the exercise of freedom in almost 

every other direction is suppressed or stifled. This suggests, surely, that the exercise of freedom 

finds its guarantee and incentive in the right of ownership.  

110. This explains why social and political movements for the harmonizing of justice and 

freedom in society, though until recently opposed to the private ownership of productive goods, 

are today reconsidering their position in the light of a clearer understanding of social history, and 

are in fact now declaring themselves in favor of this right.  

Guarantee for Both Individual and Society  

111. Accordingly, We make Our own the directive of Our Predecessor Pius XII: "In defending 

the principle of private ownership the Church is striving after an important ethico-social end. She 

does not intend merely to uphold the present condition of things as if it were an expression of the 

divine Will, or to protect on principle the rich and plutocrats against the poor and indigent. . . 

The Church aims rather at securing that the institution of private property be such as it should be 

according to the plan of the divine Wisdom and the dispositions of Nature." (32) Hence private 

ownership must be considered as a guarantee of the essential freedom of the individual, and at 

the same time an indispensable element in a true social order.  

Wages and Property 

112. Moreover, in recent years, as we have seen, the productive efficiency of many national 

economies has been increasing rapidly. Justice and fairness demand, therefore, that, within the 

limits of the common good, wages too shall increase. This means that workers are able to save 

more and thus acquire a certain amount of property of their own. In view of this it is strange that 

the innate character of a right which derives its force and validity from the fruitfulness of work 

should ever be called in question—a right which constitutes so efficacious a means of asserting 

one's personality and exercising responsibility in every field, and an element of solidity and 

security for family life and of greater peace and prosperity in the State.  

The Effective Distribution of Property 

113. But it is not enough to assert that the right to own private property and the means of 

production is inherent in human nature. We must also insist on the extension of this right in 

practice to all classes of citizens.  

114. As Our Predecessor Pius XII so rightly affirmed: The dignity of the human person 

"normally demands the right to the use of the goods of the earth, to which corresponds the 

fundamental obligation of granting an opportunity to possess property to all if possible." (33) 

This demand arises from the moral dignity of work. It also guarantees "the conservation and 



perfection of a social order which makes possible a secure, even if modest, property to all classes 

of people." (34) 

115. Now, if ever, is the time to insist on a more widespread distribution of property, in view of 

the rapid economic development of an increasing number of States. It will not be difficult for the 

body politic, by the adoption of various techniques of proved efficiency, to pursue an economic 

and social policy which facilitates the widest possible distribution of private property in terms of 

durable consumer goods, houses, land, tools and equipment (in the case of craftsmen and owners 

of family farms), and shares in medium and large business concerns. This policy is in fact being 

pursued with considerable success by several of the socially and economically advanced nations.  

Public Ownership 

116. This, of course, is not to deny the lawfulness of State and public ownership of productive 

goods, especially those which "carry with them a power too great to be left to private individuals 

without injury to the community at large." (35) 

Principle of Subsidiarity 

117. State and public ownership of property is very much on the increase today. This is 

explained by the exigencies of the common good, which demand that public authority broaden 

its sphere of activity. But here, too, the "principle of subsidiary function" must be observed. The 

State and other agencies of public law must not extend their ownership beyond what is clearly 

required by considerations of the common good properly understood, and even then there must 

be safeguards. Otherwise private ownership could be reduced beyond measure, or, even worse, 

completely destroyed.  

Precautions 

118. It is important, too, not to overlook the fact that the economic enterprises of the State and 

other agencies of public law must be entrusted to men of good reputation who have the necessary 

experience and ability and a keen sense of responsibility towards their country. Furthermore, a 

strict check should constantly be kept upon their activity, so as to avoid any possibility of the 

concentration of undue economic power in the hands of a few State officials, to the detriment of 

the best interests of the community.  

The Social Function of Property 

119. Our predecessors have insisted time and again on the social function inherent in the right of 

private ownership, for it cannot be denied that in the plan of the Creator all of this world's goods 

are primarily intended for the worthy support of the entire human race.  

Hence, as Leo XIII so wisely taught in Rerum Novarum: "whoever has received from the divine 

bounty a large share of temporal blessings, whether they be external and corporeal, 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,' says 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 thereof with his neighbor'." (36) 

 


