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15. In this regard, Rerum Novarum points the way to just reforms which can restore 

dignity to work as the free activity of man. These reforms imply that society and the 

State will both assume responsibility, especially for protecting the worker from the 

nightmare of unemployment. Historically, this has happened in two converging ways: 

either through economic policies aimed at ensuring balanced growth and full 

employment, or through unemployment insurance and retraining programs capable of 

ensuring a smooth transfer of workers from crisis sectors to those in expansion.  
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Furthermore, society and the State must ensure wage levels adequate for the 

maintenance of the worker and his family, including a certain amount for savings. This 

requires a continuous effort to improve workers’ training and capability so that their 

work will be more skilled and productive, as well as careful controls and adequate 

legislative measures to block shameful forms of exploitation, especially to the 

disadvantage of the most vulnerable workers, of immigrants and of those on the 

margins of society. The role of trade unions in negotiating minimum salaries and 

working conditions is decisive in this area.  
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24. The second factor in the crisis was certainly the inefficiency of the economic 

system, which is not to be considered simply as a technical problem, but rather a 

consequence of the violation of the human rights to private initiative, to ownership of 

property and to freedom in the economic sector. To this must be added the cultural and 

national dimension: it is not possible to understand man on the basis of economics 

alone, nor to define him simply on the basis of class membership. Man is understood in 

a more complete way when he is situated within the sphere of culture through his 

language, history, and the position he takes towards the fundamental events of life, 

such as birth, love, work and death. At the heart of every culture lies the attitude man 

takes to the greatest mystery: the mystery of God. Different cultures are basically 

different ways of facing the question of the meaning of personal existence. When this 

question is eliminated, the culture and moral life of nations are corrupted. For this 

reason the struggle to defend work was spontaneously linked to the struggle for culture 

and for national rights.  
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32. […] The modern business economy has positive aspects. Its basis is human freedom 

exercised in the economic field, just as it is exercised in many other fields. Economic 

activity is indeed but one sector in a great variety of human activities, and like every 

other sector, it includes the right to freedom, as well as the duty of making responsible 

use of freedom. But it is important to note that there are specific differences between 

the trends of modern society and those of the past, even the recent past. Whereas at one 

time the decisive factor of production was the land, and later capital — understood as a 
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total complex of the instruments of production — today the decisive factor is 

increasingly man himself, that is, his knowledge, especially his scientific knowledge, 

his capacity for interrelated and compact organization, as well as his ability to perceive 

the needs of others and to satisfy them.  

33. However, the risks and problems connected with this kind of process should be 

pointed out. The fact is that many people, perhaps the majority today, do not have the 

means which would enable them to take their place in an effective and humanly 

dignified way within a productive system in which work is truly central. They have no 

possibility of acquiring the basic knowledge which would enable them to express their 

creativity and develop their potential. They have no way of entering the network of 

knowledge and intercommunication which would enable them to see their qualities 

appreciated and utilized. Thus, if not actually exploited, they are to a great extent 

marginalized; economic development takes place over their heads, so to speak, when it 

does not actually reduce the already narrow scope of their old subsistence economies. 

They are unable to compete against the goods which are produced in ways which are 

new and which properly respond to needs, needs which they had previously been 

accustomed to meeting through traditional forms of organization. Allured by the dazzle 

of an opulence which is beyond their reach, and at the same time driven by necessity, 

these people crowd the cities of the Third World where they are often without cultural 

roots, and where they are exposed to situations of violent uncertainty, without the 

possibility of becoming integrated. Their dignity is not acknowledged in any real way, 

and sometimes there are even attempts to eliminate them from history through coercive 

forms of demographic control which are contrary to human dignity.  
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38. In addition to the irrational destruction of the natural environment, we must also 

mention the more serious destruction of the human environment, something which is by 

no means receiving the attention it deserves. Although people are rightly worried — 

though much less than they should be — about preserving the natural habitats of the 

various animal species threatened with extinction, because they realize that each of 

these species makes its particular contribution to the balance of nature in general, too 

little effort is made to safeguard the moral conditions for an authentic “human 

ecology”. Not only has God given the earth to man, who must use it with respect for 

the original good purpose for which it was given to him, but man too is God’s gift to 

man. He must therefore respect the natural and moral structure with which he has been 

endowed. In this context, mention should be made of the serious problems of modern 

urbanization, of the need for urban planning which is concerned with how people are to 

live, and of the attention which should be given to a “social ecology” of work. 
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Man receives from God his essential dignity and with it the capacity to transcend every 

social order so as to move towards truth and goodness. But he is also conditioned by 

the social structure in which he lives, by the education he has received and by his 

environment. These elements can either help or hinder his living in accordance with the 

truth. The decisions which create a human environment can give rise to specific 

structures of sin which impede the full realization of those who are in any way 

oppressed by them. To destroy such structures and replace them with more authentic 

forms of living in community is a task which demands courage and patience.
77
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48. In recent years the range of such intervention has vastly expanded, to the point of 

creating a new type of State, the so-called “Welfare State”. This has happened in some 

countries in order to respond better to many needs and demands, by remedying forms 
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of poverty and deprivation unworthy of the human person. However, excesses and 

abuses, especially in recent years, have provoked very harsh criticisms of the Welfare 

State, dubbed the “Social Assistance State”. Malfunctions and defects in the Social 

Assistance State are the result of an inadequate understanding of the tasks proper to the 

State. Here again the principle of subsidiarity must be respected: a community of a 

higher order should not interfere in the internal life of a community of a lower order, 

depriving the latter of its functions, but rather should support it in case of need and help 

to coordinate its activity with the activities of the rest of society, always with a view to 

the common good.
100

  

By intervening directly and depriving society of its responsibility, the Social Assistance 

State leads to a loss of human energies and an inordinate increase of public agencies, 

which are dominated more by bureaucratic ways of thinking than by concern for 

serving their clients, and which are accompanied by an enormous increase in spending. 

In fact, it would appear that needs are best understood and satisfied by people who are 

closest to them and who act as neighbours to those in need. It should be added that 

certain kinds of demands often call for a response which is not simply material but 

which is capable of perceiving the deeper human need. One thinks of the condition of 

refugees, immigrants, the elderly, the sick, and all those in circumstances which call for 

assistance, such as drug abusers: all these people can be helped effectively only by 

those who offer them genuine fraternal support, in addition to the necessary care.  
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57. As far as the Church is concerned, the social message of the Gospel must not be 

considered a theory, but above all else a basis and a motivation for action. Inspired by 

this message, some of the first Christians distributed their goods to the poor, bearing 

witness to the fact that, despite different social origins, it was possible for people to live 

together in peace and harmony. Through the power of the Gospel, down the centuries 

monks tilled the land, men and women religious founded hospitals and shelters for the 

poor, confraternities as well as individual men and women of all states of life devoted 

themselves to the needy and to those on the margins of society, convinced as they were 

that Christ’s words “as you did it to one of the least of these my brethren, you did it to 

me” (Mt 25 :40) were not intended to remain a pious wish, but were meant to become a 

concrete life commitment.  
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Today more than ever, the Church is aware that her social message will gain credibility 

more immediately from the witness of actions than as a result of its internal logic and 

consistency. This awareness is also a source of her preferential option for the poor, 

which is never exclusive or discriminatory towards other groups. This option is not 

limited to material poverty, since it is well known that there are many other forms of 

poverty, especially in modern society—not only economic but cultural and spiritual 

poverty as well. The Church’s love for the poor, which is essential for her and a part of 

her constant tradition, impels her to give attention to a world in which poverty is 

threatening to assume massive proportions in spite of technological and economic 

progress. In the countries of the West, different forms of poverty are being experienced 

by groups which live on the margins of society, by the elderly and the sick, by the 

victims of consumerism, and even more immediately by so many refugees and 

migrants. In the developing countries, tragic crises loom on the horizon unless 

internationally coordinated measures are taken before it is too late.  
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