
OWNERSHIP FOR ALL 

A STUDY IN THE SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY OP PIUS XII 

by 

Rev. C.W. MACDONALD 

A Dissertation 
submitted to the Faculty of Philosophy 
of the University of Ottawa, in partial 
fulfilment of tne requirements for the 

degree of Doctor of Philosopny. 

^ 8 * o ^ 
^ BIBLIOTHJ-QUES 

r 

~T 

L '"'UJV'd 

LBKAiUES * 

OTTAWA 

1966 



UMI Number: DC53966 

INFORMATION TO USERS 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy 

submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations 

and photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

® 

UMI 
UMI Microform DC53966 

Copyright 2011 by ProQuest LLC 
All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION .. o o O ' i o o o o o t s o o w o - A G a a ^ a a o s o o o a o o a o o o o r e o © © o 

CHAPTER 1. THE PR03LEM OF PROPERTY WITH SPECIAL 
REFERENCE TO PIUS XII AND HIS TIMES ....... 1 

I. Statement of the Problem and its Importance 

II, Two prerequisites for a Better Understanding 
of the Problem and its Solution in Pius XII ... 9 
A- Exact Termino-ogy in Reference to the 

Bo The Situation of Property and its 
Distribution in the Times of Pius XII „..„.„ 16 

CHAPTER II. THE CONCEPT OP PROPERTY IN PIUS XII ...... 36 

1. The General Right of All to the Use 
of the World's Material Goods oo....<,,,,«»,.oo.. 37 
1„ Jmoortance 37 
2. Origin 42 
3. Universality 47 
4« Inviolability 48 

II, I he Right of Private Property ............ O08n,. 52 

A* Foundation and Justification ,»... „.,». ... *, „ 53 
1, Foundation 53 
?» The Basic Argument; Dignity and ireeacm 57 
3* The Family Argument 72 
4. The Labour Argument 79 

B> The Individual ana Social Aspect of 

IIIo Equitable Distributor.: the Primary '-onse^u^ce 
of the Property Concept . ... »..».o . -. „«, .. <> ̂ «<, „ 98 
1. Importance 99 
2o The Nature of an Equitable Distribution and 

iis Justification 104 
3. The International Phase of an Equitable 

Distribution of Wealth 111 
(a) The Primary Right of All Demands a Just 

Distribution of Wealth Between Nations 113 
(b) An Excessive Disparity in the Inter­

national Distribution of Wealth is 
Contrary to the Natural Order 123 



TABLE OP CONTENTS iii 

CHAPTER III. PIUS XII AND THE PORMS OP PROPERTY 
ENDANGERING ITS EQUITABLE DISTRIBUTION .. 136 

I. Individualist Capitalism 138 

II. Excessive Nationalization 157 

III. Forced and Centralized Co-partnership in 
the Industrial Enterprise ... 174 

CHAPTER IV. THE ROLE OP THE ECONOMY AND OP THE PORMS 
OP OWNERSHIP IN THE DIFFUSION OP PROPERTY 197 

I. The Ideal National Economy and the 

Diffusion of Property »...«*......»... 203 

A. The Goal of the Economy 204 

B. The Agents of the Economy 208 

II. The Forms of Property in the Ideal 
National Economy 213 
A. Consumable Property 216 
B. Small-Scale Property 222 

C. Large-Scale Property ....................... 239 

CHAPTER V. THE ROLE OP THE STATE IN THE DIFFUSION 
OP PROPERTY 255 

II. The Principles Applied ..*.,,*.........«....... 276 

A. Promotion of Small-scale Property Ownership 277 

B. State Participation in Systems 
of Social Insurance 286 

C. Economic Planning for a Productive 
and Balanced Economy ....«.....«*.*.....«... 296 

CHAPTER VI. PIUS HI'S CONTBIBUTION TO THE DOCTRINE 

OP THE CHURCH ON PROPERTY- 307 

I. Primacy of the Universal Right: A New Approach 309 

II. The Equitable Distribution of Private Property: 
New Arguments — World-wide Application 324 
A. The Arguments for Private Property: 

Preedom and Dignity — A New Aspect 324 
B. Equitable Distribution: A New Emphasis 

and a World-wide Application ........;...... 339 



TABLE OP CONTENTS iv 

III. Forms of Ownership and the Role of the 

State: A New Emphasis •••..».o....... 350 

A. The Forms of Property: A New Evaluation .... 351 

B. The Role of the State: A More Specific 

Application ..a.*.... 364 

O O N v L U Olv/£4 c o e o o . . . » . 0 0 0 . . 0 0 0 . 0 . . . . 0 . . . 0 0 0 . 0 0 0 0 . 0 0 . . 0 0 J \ j 

J S I B L l O u r R A i r i i l o o o » o « o o e « . o © o o o o . © . . . . o . . o . » . o o . o . o o © o . . jGJL 

APPENDIX: Major Pronouncements of Pius XII 

on Ownership for All .oo«....ooooo.oo» 397 

I. Text of June 1, 1941: La Solennita ............ 397 

II. Partial Text of Christmas 1942: Con Sempre Nuova 413 

III. Text of Sept. 1944: Qggi. Al Compiersi ......o. 417 

IV. Text of July 7, 1952: Dans la tradition o„o..o. 423 



FOREWORD 

Wealth, like education, bears with it more responsi­

bilities than privileges. This is central to the Christian 

concept of ownership for all. The extent to which Chris­

tians have failed to make this concept meaningful, is 

dramatized today in the frightening contrast between living 

standards within nations of the world community. The basic 

idea of ownership for all is perhaps the most original 

element in the teaching of the Church. Centuries ago, St. 

Thomas thus formulated this daring principle of riches: 

"Man should not consider his material possessions as his 

own, but as common to all, so as to share them without hesi-
2 

tation when others are in need." Yet, it has been observed 

that the modern teaching of the Catholic Church on private 

property suffers not only from the fact that it is not 

widely known and understood but also from the fact that, in 

one particular aspect, it is positively misunderstood: its 

doctrine on the sacrednees of private property and the 

inviolable nature of acquired property rightSo^ 

1 Jacques LECLERQ, Christianity and Money, New York, 
Hawthorn, 1959, p. 115. 

2 "[...] non debet homo habere res exteriores ut 
proprias, sed ut communes; ut scilicet de facili aliquis eas 
communicet in necessitate aliorum." (II-II, q. 66, a. 2.) 

3 B.W. DEMPSEY, S.J., The Functional Economy, Engle-
wood Cliffs, N.J., Prentice-Hall, 1958, p. I64.—For a like 
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More than any pope, Pius XII sought to restore the 

concept of property in the framework of the Christian tradi­

tion, and to apply it to the problems of his time. During 

his pontificate he issued 246 major statements on the social 

problems of his time; some 70 of these bear directly or 
4 

indirectly on the question of widespread ownership- The 

purpose of this study is to collect, analyze, appraise and 

to make readily available what the Holy Father taught — 

explicitly and implicitly — on the question of property and 

its equitable distribution-, Pius XII never wrote a social 

encyclical in the manner of his predecessors and John XXIII. 

As a consequence, his socio-economic teaching is little 

known and rarely included in popular collections of ponti­

fical documents relating to the social doctrine of the 

Church. It is hoped that this work will help to narrow the 

gap and thereby draw attention to the riches in the abundant 

observation, see Emile GUERRY, The Social Doctrine of the 
Catholic Church, trans,, by Miriam Hederman, New York. Alba 
House, [1961J, p. 91. 

4 Francesco VITO, Introduzione alle Encicliche e ai 
Messaggi social! da Leone XTTT""a "Giovanni XXIII, MTTa'no, 
Vita e Pensiero, 1962, p. T*-5'3*r™ (See section on Chrono­
logical Repertoire of Pontifical Documents.) Vito shows 
that Pius XII is the author of more than half (246) of the 
424 social documents in existence from the time of Pius X 
(1848) to May 15, 1961 (the date of Mater et Magistra); 
Leo XIII is the author of 50; Pius Xi, 36. 
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treasury of Pius XII's documents on socio-economic problems. 

The writer'8 interest in this subject has its origin in a 

long-standing association with the Antigonish Movement: 

A philosophy and a program of action — of world-wide in­

fluence — dedicated to the conviction that all men can be 

inspired to help themselves and to help one another to the 

end of realizing their God-given right to a share of the 

earth's bounty, sufficient to assure the material base ne­

cessary for the freedom to pursue the good and the abundant 

life. 

In this study the following method nas been adopted: 

After an introductory chapter on the problem of property in 

its contemporary context, the principles basic to ownership 

and its widespread distribution are analyzed and evaluated 

in the light of Pius XII*s pronouncements. The third chap­

ter presents the Holy Father1a moral judgement on contem­

porary economic systems and proposals adversely affecting a 

just diffusion of private property. The next two chapters 

examine Pius XII*s practical and positive directives designed 

to achieve ownership for all. The concluding chapter in­

vestigates his contribution to the Church's teaching on 

property as compared with that of Leo XIII, Pius XI and 

John XXIII. Pius XII's four major pronouncements on prop­

erty, in their original sequence, are included as an 

appendix. 
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Pius X.I's statements as Roman Pontiff constitute 

the source of this present work. Since this is a philoso­

phical study, only natural truths and logical reasoning will 

be used to derive and to establish the Pope's teaching on 

ownership for all. To remain on the level of reason is con­

sistent with the dominant papal approach to the investiga­

tion of socio-economic problems. "The natural law," Plus 

XII declared, "is the foundation on which rests the social 
5 

teaching of the Church." A celebrated commentator on papal 

social thought observes that a social encyclical cites Holy 

Scripture not with a view to demonstration, "but rather to 

stress the conformity of its logical conclusions with the 

teaching of the Gospel." This is particularly noteworthy 

in Pius XII's procedure of concluding his discourses with an 

appeal to the evangelical Christian doctrine of human soli­

darity in Christ. 

This dissertation has been prepared under the direc­

tion and guidance of Professor Jean-Louis Allard. The writer 

expresses grateful appreciation for Dr. Allard's interest, 

encouragement and constructive criticism given throughout 

an extensive period. 

5 PIUS XII to the Congress of Humanistic Studies, 
Sept. 25, 1952, cited by Emile GUERHY, op. cit., p. 16. 

6 0. von NELL-BREUNING, S.J., Reorganization of 
Social Economy, tr. B.W. Dempsey, Milwaukee, Bruce, '1^7, 
p. 16. 



CHAPTER I 

THE PROBLEM OF PROPERTY 

WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO PIUS XII AND HIS TIMES 

I. STATEMENT OP THE PROBLEM AND 

ITS IMPORTANCE IN THE PAPAL CONTEXT 

An imbalance in the distribution of wealth has always 

been a threat to freedom and peace. Maritain points out that 

wherever such a state of affairs exists, "a revolution in 

the social body is inevitable". World poverty and the 

associated question of "overpopulation" are grave problems 

today, because man's attitude to property has interfered with 

the right of all men and all nations to an equitable share 

of the world's material goods. 

A distorted concept of private property produced the 

extremes of collectivism, on the one hand, and the rugged 

individualism of liberal economics on the other. These ex­

tremes have been the major factors, occasioning the recent 
p 

papal pronouncements on property. Within this general 

1 Jacques MARITAIN, Freedom in the Modern World, 
New York, Charles Scribner's Sons, Ltd., 1936, p. 202. 

2 For example, in the first major pronouncement on 
property by recent Popes, Leo XIII in the encyclical Rerum 
Novarum, May 15. 1891, concentrated his attention on the 
defence of private ownership against the socialists. In the 
encyclical Quadragesimo Anno. May 15, 1931, Pius XI thus re­
ferred to Pope Leo'8 approach to the right of property: 
"But to come down to particular points, We shall begin with 
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context, the Popes have concerned themselves with presenting 

the Christian concept of property with a view to realizing 
x 

its social function without uprooting its personal function. 

Diversified historical conditions demanded eicphasis on one 

or other of these aspects. This could, and it has given rise 

to a misinterpretation of the Popes' teaching.' To maintain 

ownership or the right of property. Venerable Brethren and 
Beloved Children, ycu know that our Predecessor of happy 
memory strongly defended the right of property against the 
tenets of the Socialists o£ his time by showing that its 
abolition noula result net to the advantage of tr.e working 
class, but to their extreme harm." (English version in H. 
KOENIG (ed.)« Principles for Peace, Milwaukee, Bruce, 1943, 
No. 962, p. 410-411; Latin original in Acta Apc-stolicae Sedis, 
Romae, Typographia Vaticana, 1909- , V0TTT5 (1931 J, p. 191.) 

3 Pius XI stresses the point that the right of prop­
erty has both an individual and social function and that to 
deny or downgrade one or other of these functions could lead 
to individualism or collectivism. In Quadragesimo Anno, he 
emohasizes the importance as well as the difficulty of keep-
ing a balance between the two functions: "First then, let it 
be considered as certain and established that neither Leo nor 
those theologians who have taught under the guidance and 
authority of the Church have ever denied or questioned the 
twofold character of ownership, called usually individual or 
social according as it regards either separate persons or the 
common good. [...] Accordingly, twin rocks of shipwreck must 
be carefully avoided. For as one is wrecked upon, or comes 
close to, what is known as "individualism" by denying or 
minimizing the social and public character of the right of 
property, so by rejecting or minimizing the private and 
individual character of this same right, one inevitably runs 
into "collectivism" or at least closely approacnes its 
tenets." (KOENIG, Principles for Peace, Nos. 963, 964, 
p. 411; AAS, 23, p. 191, 192.) 

4 For example, it is not surprising that, ,,-ith the 
rapid strides of socialism in nineteenth century, I.o XIII 
would concern himself with the personal values of private 
ownership. For this ne t.&e criticized as a protector of the 
rich and hi3 cootrine was misrepresented even by Catholics. 
It was on account of SUCH misinterpretations that Pius XI 
expounded his teaching on the right of property. In 
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a balance between the two functions is the problem. There 

appears to be an opposition existing between two facts: 

(1) private property of its very nature is exclusive; 

(2) the goods of the earth are to serve all. The appearance 

of new forms of property, a change from a "do nothing state" 

to a "do everything state" may well intensify the opposition 

and further complicate the traditional problem. Hence its 

actual importance. 

Within this frame of reference, the Pope as the 

spoKesman of the natural law and revelation for his time, 

intervenes. He re-evaluates and reformulates the fixed 

ethical principles surrounding the traditional concept of 

property. He applies them anew to contemporary social and 

economic circumstances bearing upon the concept. He issues 

directives and sometimes guarded advice as to the best means 

of realizing the concept. Hence, for each Pope, the problem 

of property is ancient, yet ever new. 

Quadragesimo Anno, he wrote: "Yet since there are some who 
calumniate the Supreme Pontiff and the Church herself, as if 
she had taken and were still taking the part of the rich 
against the non-owning workers — certainly no accusation ie 
more unjust than that — and since Catholics are at vari«urv •* 
with one another concerning the true and exact mind of Leo, 
it has seemed best to vindicate this, that is, the Catholic 
teaching on this matter, from calumnies and safeguard it 
from false interpretation." (KOENIG, Principles for Peace, 
No. 962, p. 411; AAS, 23, p. 191.) 
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For Piu3 XII, private property and its equitable 

distribution is vital to man if he is to realize his dignity 

as a person. It was thus that he expressed this necessity in 

his Christmas address of 1942: 

The dignity of the human person, then, requires 
normally as a natural foundation for life, the right 
to the use of the goods of the earth. To this right 
corresponds the fundamental obligation to grant ,-
private ownership of property, if possible to all. 

Respect for personal values is, therefore, Pius XII's 

criterion for judging any system of ownership or any form of 

private property- This is in keeping with his oft-repeated 

principle that the person is the foundation, the end, and the 

agent of social and economic life. That such was his thinking 

is evident from the following statement he made during the 

course of a Christmas address on the problem of democracy: 

5 "La dignita della persona umana esige dunque nor-
malmente come fondamento naturale per vivere il diritto 
all'uso dei beni della terra; a cui risponde l'obbligo fon-
damentale di accordare una proprieta privata, possibilmente 
a tutti." (Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, Dec. 24, 
1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 177] 

An English version of Pius XII's documents appearing 
in the Acta Apostolicae Sedis will be used in the text of the 
dissertation. Unless the footnotes indicate otherwise, other 
translations will be from The Catholic Mind, New York, Amer­
ican Press; The Pope Speaks, Washington, D.C.; H. KOENIG (ed.), 
Principles for Peace, Milwaukee, Bruce, 1943; A. YZERMANS, 
The Major AddresBeT~of Pius XII, St. Paul, The North Central 
Publishing Co., 1961, Vols. I and II; Six Social Documents of 
His Holiness Pope Pius XII, Our Sunday Visitor Press, 1953. 
The Catholic Mind and The Pope Speaks are the principal 
sources for the English translation. Each document will be 
referred to under the commonly accepted English title and the 
official title consisting of the opening words cf the original 
document. In English, there is no one complete collection 
of Pius XII's documents on social problems such as there is 
in German and in French. 
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We airect our attention to the problem of 
democracy [...]; our action shows clearly that the 
interest and solicitude of the Church looks not so 
much to its external structure and organization [...J 
as to the individual himself who, so far from being 
the object and, as it were, a merely passive element 
in the social order, is in fact, and must be and 6 
continue to be, its subject, its foundation and end. 

In a previous Christmas address, the Holy Father, in a major 

message on the fundamental principles concerning the internal 

order of states and peoples, stressed this principle, that 

"the origin and primary scope of social life is the conser-
7 

vation, development and perfection of the human person." 

Again, in an address to the workers assembled in Milan, 

May 1, 1956, he made it abundantly clear that every social 

movement must have for its fundamental principle man with 

his supernatural end, his natural rights and obligations, 

and this even if the proposed movement is directly concerned 
6 with economic and temporal goods. 

6 "Noi indirizziamo la Nostra attenzione al problems 
della democrazia, [...]; ci6 indica chiaramente che la cura 
e la sollecitudine della Chiesa e rivolta non tanto alia sua 
struttura e organizzazione esteriore, [...] quanto all'uomo, 
come tale, che, lungi dall'essere l'oggetto e un elemento 
paasivo della vita socials, ne e invece, e deve esserne e 
rimanerne, il soggetto, il fondamento e il fine." (Christmas 
Address, Benignitas et humanitas, Dec. 24, 1944, in AAS, 37 
(1945), p. 12.; 

7 "Origine e scopo esaenziale della vita soci*le vuol 
essere la conservazione, lo sviluppo e il perfezionamento 
della persona umana [...]" (PIUS XII, Christmas Address, Con 
sempre nuova, Dec. 24, 1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 12.) 

8 The Christian Labour Movement, Vivo e gr.idito, 
May 1, 1956, in AAS, 48 (1956), p. 289. ~ 
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It is true that Pius XII stressed the importance of 

property and its just distribution to the extent that he 
q 

could refer to it as "the cornerstone of the social order" 

and "a central point in Catholic social thought". His con­

cern was not with material goods as such. His interest was 

in the person who owned or did not own. He stressed that all 

had the moral obligation to work for economic conditions 

conducive to the virtuous life for all persons. To expect a 

destitute man to live virtuously is to demand the heroic. 

There is no mistaking his words: 

The normal growth and Increase of religious life 
presupposes a certain measure of healthy economic 
conditions. Who can resist a pang of emotion upon 
seeing how economic misery and social evils render 
Christian life according to the commands of God more 
difficult and too often demand heroic sacrifices?!! 

9 "[...] pietra angolare del ordine sociale [...]" 
(The Fifth Year of the War, Qggi, al compiersi, Sept. 1, 
1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 7&T 

10 "[...] un dea objectifs principaux de la doctrine 
sociale catholique [...]" (Papal Directives for the Woman of 
Today, Vous vous presentez, Sept. 11, 1947, in AAS, 39 (1947), 
p. 487.T~ " ~~ 

11 "Ora ben si sa che il normale accrescimento e 
invigoramento della vita religiose suppone una determinate 
misura de sane condizioni economiche e sociali. Chi non si 
sente stringers il cuore al vedere quanto la miseria econo­
mics e i mali eociali rendono piu difficile la vita cristiana 
secondo i comandamenti di Dio e troppo spesso esigono eroici 
sacrifici." (Catholic Action, Diletti figll, May 3, 1551, in 
Discorsl e Radiomeseaggi di Sua Santlta Plo XII, Vatican 
Polyglot Press, Vol. T}9 p. feQ. 
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Ctviouely, then, this problem as the Pope sees it, 

is a moral one. As the guardian of morals for his time, he 

interprets, in terras of the ultimate, man in his relations 

to the material goods of the world. To be sure, the theolo­

gian, the jurist, the sociologist, all consider the goods 

12 
of the world under their respective points of view. The 

Pope considers the question in its ultimate aspect relative 

to the natural law and to the natural right expressed by that 

law. He is not concerned with vindicating existing property 

rights or with sanctifying the contemporary regime of prop­

erty. In an address on world reconstruction, 1944, Pius XII 

explicitly stated the aim of the Church in discussing private 

property: 

In defending, therefore, the principle of private 
property, the Church pursues a high ethico-social 
purpose. She does not intend to defend absolutely 
and simply the present state of affairs as if she saw 
in it the expression of God's will [...] But the 
Church aims rather at securing that the institution 
of private property be such as it should be according 
to the design of God's wisdom and the disposition of 
Nature: an element of social order, a necessary pre­
supposition to human initiative, an incentive to work 
to the advantage of life's purpose here and hereafter, 
and hence of the liberty and dignity of man, created 
in the likeness of God, who, from the beginning, 

12 For the diverse points of view of the various 
sciences, on this question, especially theology, see J, 
TONNEAU, "Propriete", in Dictionnalre de Tneologie catho-
llque, Vol. 13, col. 757-753: 
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assigned him for his benefit domination over 
material things.!3 

Pius XII is, therefore, concerned with humanizing 

property, making it the material basis for man in the fulfil­

ment of tne existential ends assigned to him by his human 

nature. 

The Holy Father is not a teacher of economics. But 

economic activity, being human, is moral and, therefore, comes 

within his jurisdiction. Indeed, the moral aspect is primary 

in economic life,. This is the point he stressed in an 

13 "Difendendo dunque il principio della proprieta 
private., la Chiesa persegue un alto fine etico-scciale. Essa 
non inter.de gia di sostenere puramentt- e semplicemente il 
presente state di cose, come se vi vedesse la espreBsione 
della volonta divina, [..„]. Ma la Chiesa mira piuttosto a 
far si che l'istituto della proprieta private sia tale quale 
deve essere secondo i disegni della sapienza divina e le dis-
posizioni della natura: un elemento dell'ordme sociale, un 
neces3ario presupposto delle iniziat:ve uiane, un impulso al 
lavoro a vantaggio dei fini temporaii e transcendent! della 
vita, e quindi della liberta e della dignita dell'uomo creato 
ad immagine di Dio, che fin dal principio gli assegrb a sua 
utilitk un dominio sulle cose materiali*" (The Fifth Year of 
the War, Oggi, al complersl, Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS 36 (1944), 
P» 253. 

14 it is noteworthy that the efforts of those who 
would abjli3h or reorganize the system of private property 
always assume tr.e ethical principle of justice to wnich they 
make their final appeal* For the thesis that ethical neu­
trality in econcmic life is an impossibility ana that modern 
economic theory is moving in the opposite direction, see 
Richard E. MULCAHEY, S.J., "The Concept of National Income", 
in Richard E. MULCAHEY, S.J. (ed.), Readings in Ec:nomics, 
Westminster, Md., The Newman Press, 1959, p. 66-75: Cornelius 
E. ELLER, S.J.. "Moral Judgements in Welfare Analysis", ibid,, 
p. 285-297, and Francesco M. VITO, "Towards a Reformulation 
of the Subject-Matter of Economics", in R. CIKTILO (ed.). 
Catholic Social Thought. Malta, A.C. Aquiiina and Co., 1956, 
pT lb-30. 

http://inter.de
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address to the Italian Youth in 1948. He defined the social 

question as the problem of how to arouse the individusl and 

public conscience so that they all might realize their obliga­

tion to create the public conditions that would enable all 

individuals and all peoples to live not as objects of social 

and economic life, but in dignity as the subjects and agents 

of that life* He pointed out that this was an economic 

question, but in its deeper sense it was above all a moral 
1 R 

and a religious question» 

The problem having been stated, it is now a matter 

of putting it in a perspective which could be helpful and 

even necessary for understanding the doctrine of Pius XII. 

II. TWO PREREQUISITES FOR A BETTER UNDERSTANDING 
OF THE PROBLEM AND ITS SOLUTION IN PIUS XII 

The forms of property change from age to age and from 

place to place. In the Middle Ages the modern industrial 

complex was unknown. Even today, the form of property in the 

15 PIUS XII, Address to Young Men, Nei vedere, Sept. 
12, 1948, in AAS, 40 (1948), p. 412. 

16 For a description of these changes throughout 
history and the circumstances accounting for them, see 
Valere FALLON, S.J., Principles of Social Economy, trans. 
by Rev. John McNulty, New York, Benziger Bros, 1933, p. 181-
190; see also Johannes MESSNER, Social Ethics, trans, from 
the German by J.J. Doherty, St. Louis, Herder, 1949, p. 790, 
791. 
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under-developed countries is largely agricultural, while in 

17 

the rest of the world it is largely industrial. The con­

cept of property is, therefore, dynamic. Hence the importance 

of knowing the traditional terminology in conjunction with 

the contemporary environment. Before considering the times 

of Pius XII, it seems logical to define and distinguish 

terms, vital to the state of any question. 

A- Exact Terminology 

in Reference to the Documents of Pius XII. 

The papal documents do not include all the formal 

definitions and distinctions involving the concept of prop-
ifl 

erty. They are usually not in the form of a doctrinal 

synthesis, rather they are ad hoc pronouncements corresponding 

to circumstances of place and time. This is especially so 

in the case of Pius XII. A great deal of his doctrine was 

given on the occasion of addresses to particular groups from 

almost every vocation and country. A careful examination of 

his documents enables us to understand his use of terms and 

the distinctions necessary for his historical background. 

17 Arthur McCORMACK, World Poverty and the Christian, 
New York, Hawthorn, 1963, p. T2\7T 

18 For the definitions and divisions of property, 
see Jean VILLAIN, S.J., L'Enseignement social de l'Egliee, 
Paris, Spes, 1953, Vol. il, p. ?5-28; 1.6. MORAL, S.J., 
PhiloBQPhla Moralis. Santander, Sal Terrae, 1952, p. 345-347. 
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To begin with, there is the basic distinction between 

the right of property and the object upon which a person 

exercises this right. Confusion could arise from the fact 

that the same words "property", "private property" are used 

interchangeably to signify both the right and the object of 

the right. Strictly speaking, in English the word "owner­

ship" is the more proper word to describe the right, and 

"property" to describe the object owned. With Pius XII, 

where he uses the word "property", the specific context has 

to be examined to determine whether it is to be understood 

in reference to the right itself or the object of the right. 

From the viewpoint of the right's object, Pius XII 

makes a clear distinction between material goods destined 

for the production of new goods and those which are consumed 

in their use. Obviously referring to the collectivistic 

threat to private property, he states thet "the Christian 

conscience cannot admit as just a social order which either 

denies in principle or renders impossible or nugatory in 

practice the natural right to property whether over con-

19 sumptive goods or the means of production." 

19 "La coscienza cristiana non pu6 ammettere come 
giusto un ordinamento sociale che o nega in massima o rende 
praticamente impossibile o vano il diritto naturale di pro­
prieta, cosi sui beni di consumo come sui mezzi di produ-
zione!" (The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al conpiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. ?%2.) " — 
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As to the right Itself, a major source of confusion 

is the distinction between the cluster of rights involved in 

the property concept. First, there is the right of every 

man to the world's material goods, then the right to make 

the latter effective by private appropriation, and finally 

the right as it is actualized by statutory laws. In his 

basic document on property, the radio message of Pentecost 

1941, Pius XII clearly distinguished between the above 

rights, and evaluated them according as they proceed from 

the natural law. He states that the right of each individual 

to material goods, is so fundamental that it cannot be 

abolished by any other right over these goods. This is what 

distinguishes the first and fundamental right from the other 

rights, which are also derived from nature, namely the right 

to privately appropriate, the free right of exchange, and 

finally the right of the state to regulate and exercise 

control over the use of all private property rights. Here 

are the exact words of the Holy Father: 

Every man, as a living being gifted with reason, 
has in feet from nature, the fundamentel right to 
make use of the material goods of the earth, while 
it is left to the will of man and to the juridical 
statutes of nations to regulate in greater detail 
the actuation of this right. This individual rigat 
cannot in any way be suppressed, even by other 
clear and undisputed rights over material goods. 
Undoubtedly the natural order, deriving from God 
demands also private property and the free 
reciprocal commerce of goods by interchange and 
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gift, as well as the functioning of the State over 
both these institutions.20 

A further precision relative to the right is the 

distinction between the general institution of private prop­

erty as it should be according to the naturel law and the 

institution as practically existent with its distinctive 

features and limitations. Pius XII frequently uses the 

terms: property, private property, the principle of private 

property — to signify the natural institution as it should 

be, distinct from the historical regime within which the 

right has found expression. The following text is 

indicative: 

In defending, therefore, the principle of 
private property, the Church [...] does not intend 
to defend absolutely and simply the present state 
of affairs as if she saw in it the expression of 
God's will. [...] But the Church aims rather at 
securing that the institution of private property 
be such as it should be according to the designs 
of God's wisdom, and the disposition of nature.21 

20 "Ogni uomo, quale vivente dotato di ragione, ha 
infatti dalle natura il diritto fondamentele di ussre dei 
beni materiali della terra, pur essendo lasciato alle volonta 
umane e alle forme giuridiche dei popoli di regolarne piu. 
particolermente la pratica attuazione. Tale diritto indivi-
duele non pu6 essere in nessun modo soppresso, neppure de 
altri diritti certi e pacifici sui beni materiali. Senza 
dubbio l'ordine naturale, derivanta da Dio, richiede anche 
la proprieta private e il libero reciproco commercio dei beni 
con scambi e donazioni, come pure la funzione regolatrice del 
potere pubblico su entrambi questi iatituti," (The Fiftieth 
Anniversary of Berum Novarum, La solennita, June I, 1941, in 
AAS, 33 (1941), p. 199. 

21 The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al compiersl, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 25>3. See Italian text 
above, page 8, note 13. 
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Another source of confusion arises from the forms of 

property which are usually given as "private individual," 

"private collective" and "public." There appears to be a 

contradiction between the first two. But this is only ap­

parent. Private collective property is private to the extent 

that its use is at the exclusive disposal of the group, the 

moral person being the subject of the right. It is not 

private in the sense that it belongs to the group and not 

exclusively to each member of the group. Hence, under this 

aspect, it is collective. 

With Pius XII, private property is not necessarily 

individual. He extols individual property. Nevertheless, 

there is a place for collective property. Within the context 

of an address almost exclusively devoted to the necessity of 

a more widespread distribution of private property, he recom­

mends collective property in the form of cooperative unions 

for small-scale property holders and for the large*-scele 

business enterprise he encourages some form of co-partnership 

between capital and labour. In this connection he said: 

For the same purpose small and medium holdings 
in agriculture, in the arts and trades, in commerce 
and industry should be guarenteed and promoted; 
co-operative unions should ensure for them the 
advantages of big business; where big business even 
today shows itself more productive, there should be 
given the possibility of tempering the labour con­
tract with a contract of co-partnership.22 

22 "Per lo atesso scopo la piccola e le medie proprie­
ta nell'agricoltura, nelle arti e nei mestieri, nel commercio 



THE PROBLEM OF PROPERTY 15 

In another context, where he declared that the workers 

as workers in an enterprise had no strict right to co-

menegement, it wes the principle of the inviolebility of 

privete property thet he invoked. He stated that this wes 

the reason why he "declined to infer either directly or 

indirectly from the nature of the labour contract the right 

of the worker to co-ownership in the operating capital and 

its corollary, co-determination in the conduct of the 

23 business." Obviously, therefore, in the mind of Pius XII, 

the corporeti on or the enterprise participates in the nature 

of private property, although distinguished from individual 

24 property-

e nell'industria debbono essere garantite e proraosse; le 
unioni cooperative debbono assicurare loro i vantaggi della 
grande azienda; dove la grande azienda ancor oggi si menifes-
ta maggiormente produttiva, deve essere offerta la possibi-
lita di temperere il contretto di levoro con un contretto di 
societa." (The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al compiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 254.) 

23 H[...] es verneint haben, aus der Natur des Arbeit-
svertrsgs das Miteigentumsrecht des Arbeiters am Betriebs-
kepitel und darau3 folgend sein Mitbestimmungsrecht, sei es 
direkt, sei es indirekt, abzuleiten." (To Austrian Catholics, 
Mit Freuden Kommen, Sept. 14, 1952, in AAS, 44 (1952), p.792.) 
It is to be noted that this exclusion refers to the workers 
only as bound by a certain labour contract. 

24 A distinction between two categories of private 
property is therefore evident in Pius XII: (1) personal and 
family ownership, (2) the larger forms of industriel owner­
ship. In both cases he maintained the principle of private 
property. But he denounced the abuses of the larger forms 
and called for structural reform, as will be shown in sub­
sequent chapters. 

For the thesis that, in the large industrial enter­
prise the concept of private property has all but disappeared, 



THE PROBLEM OF PROPERTY 16 

Sufficient has been said on the problem of terminol­

ogy to indicate that the knowledge of the circumstances 

surrounding each document is vital to the understanding of 

Pius XII's terms. This brings us to an examination of the 

general historical background of his documents on property. 

B. The Situation of Property and its 

Distribution in the Times cf Pius XII 

Pius XII usually proceeds by giving a factual survey 

of an area in which he wishes to present his doctrine and 

give moral directives. As to the position of property in 

his time, he made his first significant observation in 1941, 

when he expounded to a world at war five fundamental condi­

tions essential for international order. At least one of 

these conditions has become famous in the morality of inter­

national relations. It calls for an end to the selfishness 

of the favored nations who horde the world's resources 

destined for all peoples, to the detriment of the less 

25 favored. In economic life he sees this disparity as a 

see Adolphe A. BERLE (Jr-), Power Without Property, New York, 
Harcourt, River and Co., 1959, P. 27-58 and passim. 

For the thesis that the concept of private property 
today is not univocal but analogical, see Gerard DION, 
"Property and Authority in Business Enterprise", in Relations 
Industrielles, Quebec, Level University, Vol. 16, No. 1, ~~" 
p. 31-52. (This article eppeers both in English and French.) 

25 Christmas Message, Nell'alba e nella luce, Dec* 
24, 1941, in AAS, 34 (1942), pTTTT 



THE PROBLEM OF PROPERTY 17 

perversion in the moral order. Turning away from that order 

designed by God, man's attention is centered on the attain­

ment of power through the accumulation of riches, and so 

economic life is characterized by the "predominance of 

mammoth concerns and trusts". In this situation he sees 

private property abused and diverted from its true purpose, 

becoming for some a means of exploitation, and for others a 

reason for envy, revolt and hatred: 

The right to private property became, for some, 
a power to be used for the exploitation of the labour 
of their fellowmen; in others that right enkindled a 
spirit of jealousy, intolerance and hatred; [,..]2^ 

The above is apparently a blistering attack on the massive 

forms of productive property where the person becomes a mere 

thing, a slave to power and profit. What is more, he sees 

in this unnatural situation, the occasion for envy, war and 

revolution. 

During the war years and immediately afterwards, it 

was in this manner that the Holy Father described the state 

of private property. In 1944, speaking to a world searching 

for reconstruction, he presented the arguments and issued 

26 "Nell'economia il dominare delle grandi e gigan-
tesche impresi e association!, [«..]" (Christmas Message, 
Hell*alba, Dec. 24, 1941, in AAS, 34 (1942), p. 13.) 

27 "[-..] la proprieta privata devenne per gli uni un 
potere diretto verso lo sfruttamento dell'opera altrui; negli 
altri generb gelooia, ineofferenza e odio; [...]" (Ibid., 
p. 14.) ~~" 
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directives for ending the disparity in property distribution. 

Here he saw and described the plight of the ever increasing 

ranks of the workers, unable to acquire private property of 

their own owing to its concentration and concealment under 
28 

anonymous titles. What is more, he saw this innumerable 

mass of proletarians, deprived of every direct and indirect 

security, exchanging their desire for freedom and the things 

2Q of the spirit, for security under political tyranny- J 

Another unfortunate result of this economic dictatorship, 

which he observes, is the decline in the small and medium-

sized property holdings for which society is all the 

30 poorer. 

Again, in 1945, he returned to this theme declaring 

to the Catholic workers of Italy that their freedom was en­

dangered by "monopolies — that is by the economic tyranny 

31 
of an anonymous conglomeration of private capitel."^ It 

was in this same address that Pius XII first warned of the 

28 The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al compiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944). p. 25T7"^ 

29 Ibid. 

30 Ibid. 

31 "Quanto alia democratizzazione dell"economia, 
essa e minacciata non meno dal monopolio, ossia del despo-
tismo economico di un anonimo conglomerate di caoitale pri-
veto [...]" (The Future of Trede Unions, II Nostro Predeces-
eore, Merch 11, 1945, in AAS, 37 (1945), p. 71.) 
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consequences to personal initiative, should productive proper­

ty become excessively concentrated, and socialized within the 

public power. Socialization of property was not to be a 

principle of social reform, but rather permitted under cer-

32 
tain limited and exceptional conditions. 

The trend of the poet-wer years towards an excessive 

nationalization of industry became for Pius XII a new threat 

to the institution of private property. This trend, a carry­

over from the state-regulated economy demanded by war condi­

tions, spread rapidly, especially throughout Europe. In 

England and France, the principal industries like coal, 

steel, electricity and transportation were nationalized. 

The feeling was abroad that the state should take a far more 

direct part in economic affairs. In some quarters, the claim 

was msde thet the government should directly assume control 

of the land and industry. In 1952 the Holy Fether referred 

to this question es one of the problems at the hesrt of, whet 

33 
he celled, the secondery phase of the social question. To 

him, the problem was how to effectively protect the individ­

ual and the family against being absorbed by the state in a 

"process of excessive socialization at the end of which looms 

32 The Future of Trade Unions, II Nostro Predecessore, 
March 11, 1945, in AAS, 37 (1945), p. 7TT ~~ 

33 To Austrian Catholics, Mit Freuden Kommen, Sept. 
14, 1952, in AAS, 44 (1952), p. 791?: 
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34 
the threatening nightmare of 'Leviathan*.""' To prevent this 

indignity to the human person, he points to the effectiveness 

of "the right of the individual to private ownership", which 

35 the Church vigorously upholds. 

In 1949 Pius XII recognized another tnreat to the 

personal values of productive property, namely, the system 

proposed for a forced and centralized co-ownership and co-

management on the part of the workers in the industrial enter­

prise. This trend assumed major proportions in Germany end 

36 Austria, and some Catholics were at the forefront. To be 

sure, the Holy Father persistently advocated the active 

participation of workers at the scene of their work through 

co-ownership and co-manegement, but not of the forced variety 

or not through a form of remote control where the participa­

tion would be restricted to a few representatives of huge 

labour unions. Pius XII saw in this situation the possibil­

ity of the working class "following the mistakes of capital" 

and, referring to these mistakes, he went on to say that 

34 "[...] einer Sozialisierung, an deren Ende des 
Schrekbild des "Leviathan" grauenvolle Wirklichkeit ware." 
(To Austrian Catholics, Mit Freuden Kommen, Sept. 14, 1952, 
in AAS, 44 (1952), p. 79"2TJ 

35 "Deshalb setzt die katholische Soziallehre sich 
neben anderem so bewusst ein fflr das Recht des Einzelmenschen 
auf Eigentum." (Ibid.) 

36 For the historical background to this problem see 
Jeremiah NEWMAN, Co-Responsibility in Industry, West^i .ster, 
Md., The Newman Presa, 1955. 



THE PROBLEM OF PROPERTY 21 

"a socialist mentality would accommodate itself very well to 

such a situation.""^ The interesting point here is that he 

sees a parallel between remote control co-participation on 

the part of labour and anonymous capitalism on the one hand, 

and socialism on the other — all in the context of dis-

38 cussing co-ownership and its forms. It is on this occasion 

that the Pope explains the mistakes of capital, and in doing 

so, he describes this anonymous capitalism to which he fre­

quently referred during the earlier years of his pontificate. 

This is what he said in this same address to the Internationel 

Congress cf Social Studies: 

These mistakes [the mistakes of cepitelj 
consisted in withdrswing, perticularly in very 
large companies, the management of the means of 
production from the personal responsibility of 

37 "[..«] suivre a son tour les errements du capi­
tal [...] une mentalite socialiste s'accommoderait fort bien 
d'une telle situation." (Production for Human Needs, Nous 
vous adreaeons, June 3, 1950, in AAS, 42 (1950), p. 48"b77 

38 In this connection, Franz H. MUELLER, discussing 
the modern social question in The Challenge of Meter et 
Magistra, Montreal, Palm Publishers, 1^63, P« 137, asks this 
provocative question: "What is the essential difference, 
if any, between the manager of a "capitalistic" corporation, 
possibly owned by a pension or welfare fund and the maneger 
of a government-controlled enterprise in Russia?" In his 
basic work on the subject, Power Without Property, New York, 
Harcourt, 1959, p. 27, Adolphe A. BERLE, Jr., makes this 
observetion: "We essume that our economic system is based 
on [private property], yet most industrial property is no 
more private than a seat on a subway train, and indeed it is 
questionable whether much of it can be called property at 
ell." 
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the private owner, whether individual or company, 
in order to transfer this management to the res­
ponsibility of anonymous, corporate groups.39 

The Pope's use of the term "anonymous" is highly descriptive 

for the large modern corporation, which the French refer to 

as a Societe anonyme. It points to an unknown, to an indef­

inite factor in the elements of ownership in the large enter­

prise. Who owns, in the traditionel sense of ownership com­

prising possession, management and control? Not the multi-

40 
tude of stockholders, surely. The corporation balance sheet 

shows them to be its creditors. The truth is that the 

39 "[...] les errements du capital, qui consistaient 
a soustraire principalement dans les tree grandes entreprises, 
la disposition des moyens de production a la responsabllite 
personnelle du proprietaire prive (individu ou society) pour 
la transferer sous la responsabllite de formes anonymes col­
lectives." (Production for Human Needs, Nous vous adressons, 
June 3, 1950, in AAS, 42 (1950), p. 486.)"" "~~~~ 

40 Edwerd DUPP, S.J., in "The Soclel Significence of 
Wealth Distribution in the United States", in Review of Social 
Economy. Vol. 20, No. 1 (March, 1962), p. 57, states two 
reasons why it is fraudulent to contend that wealth is widely 
distributed in the United States from the fact of the multi­
tude of small stockholders: (1) the averege investor has 
neither the ability nor the interest to exercise any direct 
control over the corporation; (2) ststistics prove thet the 
American economy is dominsted by oligopolies. 

J.F. CRONIN, in his Catholic Social Principles, Mil­
waukee, Bruce, 1950, p. 497, makes important distinctions for 
the benefit of those who claim that no real problem of wealth 
diffusion exists due to the wide distribution of durable con­
sumer goods, and holdings of corporate property by the small 
stockholder: wealth in the form of durable consumer goods 
does not safeguerd freedom, nor does it give the relative 
independence which comes from productive property; in the 
second place, the average stockholder has no control over the 
policies of his corporation having the form of ownership 
"without one of the most substantial attributes of property, 
namely, the power of control". 
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management group, without the fact of ownership, are in com­

plete control and wield enormous power. The question still 

remains: who owns in the full sense of the word? The word 

"anonymous" is well chosen. The Code of Social Principles 

shows that the economic dictatorship of capitalism in our 

time is noteworthy, not so much for the concentration of 

wealth as it is for "the accumulation of economic power in 

the hands of a small number of men, the trustees and managers 

of capital, dispensers of credit, which fulfill in the eco­

nomic organism the function of blood in the human organism."^ 

Specialists in the study of the modern corporation would seem 

to agree. 

The basic study of Berle and Means in 1933 noted that 

the outstanding feature of the modern corporation was the 

42 
fact that ownership and control were separated. In his re­
cent study of 1959 on the same subject, Adolphe A. Berle (Jr.) 

41 THE INTERNATIONAL UNION OP SOCIAL STUDIES, A Code 
of Social Principles, 3rd ed., trans, from the French by E. de 
Carson, Oxford, Cetholic Sociel Guild, 1952, No. 179, p. 74. 
This is reminiscent of Pius XI*s description of the economic 
dictetorship in his time which he so described in QuadrageaJao 
Anno: "This dictatorship is being most forcibly exercised by 
those who, since they hold the money and completely control 
it, regulate the flow, so to speak, of the life-blood whereby 
the entire economic system lives, and have so firmly in their 
grasp the soul, as it were, of economic life that no one can 
breathe ageinst their will." (KOENIG, Principles for Peace, 
No. 1010, p. 429.) 

42 A.A. BERLE and G.C. MEANS, The Modern Corporation 
and Private Property. New York, Macmillen, 1933, p. b9-118. 
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wrote that it is no longer just a question of this separation, 

but "something more profound — the increasing elimination 

of proprietary ownership itself, and its replacement by 

43 substantially a power system." In 1933, Berle and Means 

predicted that by 1950 half the national wealth of the United 

44 States would be under the control of the big companies. 

The"companion study"of 1959 shows the prophecy to be more 

than realized. Here, Mr. Berle points out that "five hundred 

great corporations dominate through outright ownership, two 

4S 

thirds of the industry of the United States." J An addi­

tional factor adding to the power of trustees is "the growing 

size of pension trusts, mutual funds, [...J and their pro­

pensity to buy up the stock of these same five hundred com-
46 

panies." In terms of the concentration of world productive 

power, it is estimated that the United States with little more 

than six percent of the world's population and less than 

43 A.A. BERLE, Power Without Property, p. 164. 

44 A.A. BERLE and G.C. MEANS, The Modern Corporation 
and Private Property, p. 40, 41. 

45 A.A. BERLE, Power Without Property, p. 18. 

46 Ibid. For a development of the idea, with copious 
statistics, thet the pension trusts are gaining institutional 
control over private property and thus constitute an actual 
and far greater potential source of economic power in finan­
cial institutions, see Paul HARBRECHT, S.J., "Property in 
Transition", in Social Order. Vol, 8 (1958), p. 50-58. 
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seven percent of its land area now produce and consume well 

over one third of the world's goods and services and turn 

47 

out nearly one half the world's factory produced goods. 

The foregoing analysis of the contemporary forms of 

productive property was one of the chief reasons why the Holy 

Father could say that the world society of 1952, to whom he 

addressed his Christmas message, was becoming "more and more 
48 

anonymous and collective". At the same time, a subatantiel 

part of this world was becoming ever more prosperous, and 

this mutual prosperity was being more equitably distributed 

among the rank and file of its citizens. The large pro­

ductive enterprise was probably the chief reason for this 

betterment in the material standard of living. The Pope was 

aware of thi3 change for the better, and he made the fact 

known to the 1950 International Congress of Social Studies 

as he applauded the advantages gained for the working man 
49 "during the past several decades". He was, here, referring 

to,what he called, "the old industrial countries", where, by 

47 Thomas T. KARSKODEN end George SORULE, U.S.A. in 
New Dimensions, New York, McMillan, 1957, p. 4. Cited by 
E. DUFP, S.J., "Social Significance of Wealth Distribution 
in the United States", in Review of Social Economy, Vol. 20, 
No. 1 (March, 1962), p. 58. 

48 "[...] divenuta sempre piu anonima e collettivista" 
(Christmas Message, Levete capita vestra, Dec. 24, 1952, in 
AAS, 45 (1953), p. AT. 

49 *'[..-] voile deja des dizaines d'annees". (Produc­
tion for Human Needs, Sous vous adressons. June 3, 1950, in 
AAS, 42 (1950), p. 486T "~ 



THE PROBLEM OF PROPERTY 26 

the evolution of labour laws, and by government regulation 

over the use of private property, the lot of the worker had 

substantially improved, and, as a consequence, the Church was 

pleased to see the solution of the social question in its 

50 
first phase. 

In an address to Austrian Catholics in 1952, the Holy 

Father described the first phase of the social question as 

follows: 

Today the Church looks back on the first phase 
of the modern social dispute. It revolved around 
the labor question: the distress of the proletariet 
end the problem of lifting this class of society, 
defenselessly exposed to the vicissitudes of the 
economic situation, to a status equal to that of 
other classes and endowed with clearly defined rights. 
At least in its essentials this problem has been 
solved and the Catholic world has honestlv and 
effectively contributed to the solution.?! 

Apparently, he was impressed with the achievements of labour, 

management and the state in effecting a better distribution 

of the material benefits of property in at least a part of 

50 "[...] les vieux pays d1Industrie [...]" (Produc­
tion for Human Needs, Nous vous adressons, in AAS, 42, p. 486. 

51 "Die Kirche schaut heute zurtlck auf die erste 
Epoche der neuzeitlichen sozialen Auseinandersetzung. In 
deren Mittelpunkt stand die Arbeiterfrage: die Not des Prole­
tariats und die Aufgabe, diese den Zufalligkeiten der wirt-
schsftlichen Konjunktur schutzlos preisgegebene Menschenklas-
se, emporzuheben zu einem den anderen gleichgeachteten Stand 
mit klar umschriebenen Rechten. Diese Aufgabe ist, jeden-
f8lls im Wesentlichen, gelost, und die katholische Welt hat 
an ihrer Bereinigung ehrlich und wirksam mitgearbeitet." 
(To Austrian Catholics, Mit Freuden Kommen, Sept, 13, 1952, 
in AAS, 44 (1952), p. 791-795.) 
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the world. In this affluent environment, how was the 

Christian concept of private property to be realized? This 

was the problem for Pius XII in the secondary phase of the 

social question. In the same address the Pope so described 

the second phase of the social question: 

If the signs of the times are not misleading, the 
second phase of the social dispute, on which it 
appears we already have entered, confronts us with 
problems and tasks of a different nature. Two of 
these we shall now mention: 

The overcoming of the class struggle by an 
organic coordination of employer and employee, for 
class struggle can never be a goal of Catholic social 
ethics since the Church feels itself equally beholden 
to all classes and strata of the people. 

In the second place stands the protection of the 
individual and the family against their absorption by 
the state, a process of excessive socialization at the 
end of which looms the threatening nightmare of 
"Leviathan". Against this menace the Church will 
fight uncompromisingly because the highest goods, 
human dignity and the salvetion of the soul, ere 
jeopardized. 

Pursuant to this aim, Catholic social teaching, in 
particular, deliberately and vigorously champions the 
right of the individual to private ownership.52 

52 "Wenn die Zeichen der Zeit nicht trtigen, stehen in 
der zweiten Epoche der sozialen Auseinsndersetzung, in die 
wir wohl bereits eingetreten sind, an oberster Stelle andere 
Fragen und Aufgaben. Zwel von ihnen seien hier genannt: 

Die Ueberwindung des Klassenkampfes durch ein organ-
isches Zueinanderordnen des Arbeitgebers und Arbeitnehmers. 
Denn der Klassenkampf kann niemals ein Ziel der katholischen 
Sozialethik sein. Die Kirche weiss sich immer alien Standen 
und Schichten des Volks verpflichtet. 

Sodann der Schutz des Einzelnen und der Familie vor 
dem Sog, der sie in ein allumfassende Sozialisierung hinein-
zuziehen droht, einer Sozialisierung, an deren Ende das 
Schrekbild de3 "Leviathan" grauenvolle Wirklichkeit ware. Die 
Kirche wird diesen Kampf bis zum aussersten ftihren, geht es 
hier doch um letzte Dinge, um die Menschenwflrde und das 
Seelenheil. 

Deshalb setzt die katholische Soziallehre sich neben 
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But in all these material conquests His Holiness saw 

a subtle threat to the dignity of man. He saw the individual 

man becoming depersonalized, largely because the essential 

institutions of private property, the family and the state 

were losing their God-given destiny to minister to the 

dignity of the human person. This was the burden of his 

profound Christmas message to the world of 1952. He deplored 

the impersonal charecter of this world where social life 

appeared to be constituted after the manner of a gigantic 

industrial machine. He wondered what was to become of 

private property in such "a world where the only economic 

53 form to find recognition is a vast productive system". 

To be sure, the Pope was awere that such a system could pro­

vide more and more of the human race with enough and to spare 

for his material needs. But he was more aware that man does 

not live by bread alone, and that the human race is more than 

a great association of food consumers. As the spokesman for 

God and the moral order, he was more concerned with the 

moral, spiritual and cultural needs of man the maker. Hence 

anderen so bewusst ein fur das Recht des Einzelmenschen auf 
Eigentum." (To Austrian Catholics, Mit Freuden Kommen, 
Sept. 14, 1952, in AAS, 44 (1952), p. 792.) 

53 "[...] un mondo che riconosca se non la forma 
economica di un enorme organismo produttivo?" (Christmas 
Message, Leyate capita vestra. Dec. 24, 1952, in AAS, 45, 
(1953), p. 37.; 
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his profound concern to save the institution of private prop­

erty which nature designed to secure these needs. Not only 

must the economic organization be productive, but the indiv­

idual man within it must be productive so as to better realize 

his distinctive personal powers. To achieve this balence 

within e productive system — vest and prolific — wes the 

problem for Pius XII. "Nothing hes been accomplished," he 

told an International Association of Businessmen in 1956, 

"if while assuring the improvement of economic conditions, 

one has neglected to deepen cultural, moral and religious 

values." Less than a yeer later, even more concerned with 

the widespread and penetrating character of bureaucratic 

states and the power of a vast industrial organization, he 

warned another group of executives and businessmen that in 

this setting there must be no substitution for the values of 

55 the human person. 

As to the poorer nations of the world, the problem 

of wealth distribution had a setting much like that of the 

nineteenth century for the old industrial countries. They 

54 "On n'a rien fait si, en essurant l'amelioretion 
des conditions economiques, on e neglig£ d'approfondir lee 
valeurs culturelles, morales et religieuses." (Smell Business 
in Todsy'e Economy, Soyez les bi-envenus, Oct. 8, 1956, in 
Discorsi e Radiomescaggi, Vol. 18, p. 556.) 

55 Economics, The State and the Value cf Man, Con 
vivo, March 7, 1957, in Discorsi e Radiomessaggi, Vol. 19, 
pTTO. 
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were still deep in the heart of the first phase of the sociel 

dispute. This problem confronting Pius XII was not merely a 

question of man living by bread alone, but of getting bread 

without which he cannot live. This was not new. What was 

unique to the later years of his pontificate was the fact 

that a part of the world was living in exuberant prosperity 

alongside a far greater part living in extreme poverty, and 

the disparity appeared sharper as the world became increasing­

ly aware of it through vast improvements in communications 

and transport. The rich were getting richer and the poor, 

poorer, and the poor countries were gaining in population 

56 
much more rapidly than the rich. Of this explosive situa­
tion, Pius XII was fully aware. 

56 Arthur McCORMACK, World Poverty and the Christian, 
New York, Hawthorne, 1963, p. 127. For a statistical anal-
ysis of the international disparity in wealth and income dis­
tribution plus the imbalance in economic growth, see Jacques 
MERTENS DE WILMARS, "The Economics of Aid to Less Developed 
Countries", trans, from the French by fi.M. Bethell in Arthur 
McCORMACK (ed.), Christian Responsibility and World Poverty 
(A Symposium), Montreal, Palm Publishers, 1963, p.""~l81-I83. 
To illustrate that the gap between the rich and the poor 
countries is widening, he points out that for the period 
1953-59 "the average rate and per capita growth in gross 
national product was 2.8# for the world, 3.6# for Western 
Europe, and only 1.8$ in Africa, and 2.1# in Asia" (ibid., 
p. 183). As to the imbalance in wealth distribution within 
the poorer nations, Arthur McCORMACK in World Poverty and the 
Christian, p. 137, referring to a Brazilian economist, Senor" 
Joao de Souse, es his authority, states that of the 75 percent 
of Letin America's 200 million people living on the land, 
"a mere 6 percent of the landowners own 70 percent of the 
tillable land. Over three quarters of people own 5 to 10 
percent of the land in use. Between 30 and 40 percent exist 
without [the basic essentials of life]." 
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In a letter addressed to the "Social Week" of France, 

where they were discussing how best to increase natural wealth 

and income, the Holy Father, fully acknowledging the advences 

mede in some countries, at the same time, gave notice that 

the problem of disparity in economic well-being "since the 

last war [...] has become even more acute" because it "pre­

sents itself on a world-wide scale with contrasts that are 

57 still startling." What is more, he stated that the problem 

"is further aggravated by the new yearnings which are being 

awakened in the minds of the masses by a more vivid realiza­

tion of the economic inequalities existing between nations, 

between classes and even between members of the same social 

class." A year later, he directly referred to the megnitute 

of the internetional imbalance by pinpointing "the underfed 

peoples who make up 70 per cent of the world's population" 

as the problem to occupy the attention of the Food and 

Agricultural Organization of the United Nations at their 

57 "Mais cependant, ce problems a pris, a la suite 
de la guerre, une acuite nouvelle; il se pose deeormais a 
l'echelle mondiele, ou les oppositions sont encore seisis-
ssntes [...]" (Problems of the Just Distribution of Goods, 
Dens Is tredition, July 7, 1952, in AAS, 44 (1952), p. 620.) 

58 "[...] et 11 s'aggrave des deeirs nouveaux 
qu'eveille au coeur des masses un sens plus vif des inegali-
t6e de condition entre les peuples, entre les classes, jus-
qu'entre les membres d'une mSme classe." (Ibid., p. 620.) 
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conference. Again in 1956, he was all the more concerned 

with this disequilibrium when he told the first Congress of 

the International Association of Economists that there is 

"a grave discord between poor nations which more and more are 

reaching in awareness of their great needs; and the nations 

which are generously supplied with necessities and super­

fluities."60 

Another trend of the times which profoundly disturbed 

Pius XII was the imbalance in wealth and income between 

agriculture and the other sectors of economic life; both 

within the nations and between the nations. This disparity 

and the resulting decline of the family farm occasioned 

thirteen addresses from November 15, 1946 to April 16, 1958. 

Indicative was an address to Cardinal Sirl in 1957, when he 

lamented that social progress among the farmers had lagged 

far behind other sectors of economic social life. In 

59 "[...] les populations soue-slimentees qui repre­
sented 70# de la population mondiale [...]" (Social Aspects 
of the Food and Agricultural Organization, Dermis plusieurs, 
Dec. 6, 1953, in Discorsi e Radlomessaggi, v*ol, 15, p. 496.) 

60 "[...] dee discordances greves se revelent actuel-
lement entre les pays pauvres, qui accedent de plus en plus 
a la conscience de leurs immenses besoins, et les nations 
largement pourvues du n6cessaire et dueuperflu." (Economics 
end Men, A 1'occasion, Sept. 9, 1956, in Discorsi e Radio-
messeggl. Vol. 18, p. 412.) 

61 Problems of Rurel Life, Al vivo, Sept. 18, 1957, 
in AAS, 49 (1957), p. 832-833. 
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another address to the Food and Agricultural Organization of 

the United Nations, he made significant observations on the 

depressed state of agriculture in the world economy. He 

noted that in both national and international trade, the 

inflationary process was detrimental to the farmer in that 

the price of agriculturel goods progressively declined since 

1952, with the result that the economic stetus of the former 

became more dangerous — increasing the exodus from the rural 

areas, "thus creating a new series of social and religious 

problems." 

To summarize the times as they affected the doctrinal 

approach of Pius XII to the problem of property, it would 

seem that he was confronted with an ever increasing disequi­

librium in the actuel realization of the Christian concept, 

of ownership. In general, this was the imbalance between an 

existing powerful productive system — collective and con­

centrated — on the one hand, and the Christian ideal of a 

widely diffused system of private productive property, on the 

other. Within some countries, the sheer impersonslity of 

this system wes cresting an imbalance between the materiel 

end spirituel development of the person. Within nations, 

the weelth engendered by this system served to put in focus 

62 "[...] provoquant une nouvelle serie de problemes 
sociaux et religieux." (The Farm Problem, Nous avons, Nov. 9, 
1957. in AAS, 49 (1957), p. 1024.) ~" 
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the imbalance between the affluence of industry and the 

impoverishment of agriculture. Between nations, it served to 

make more obvious the imbalance in the international distri­

bution of wealth and income. 

Against this background, it was not surprising that 

Pius XII reformulated the social question to include a world­

wide dimension: 

One must confront in all its fullness the 
obligation of giving to innumerable families, in 
their natural, moral, juridical and economic unity 
an equitable livelihood, corresponding however 
modestly, so long as it be sufficiently, to the 
exigencies of human nature.*>> 

Immediately following this text from his speech to the Inter­

national Congress of Social Studies, he went on to explain 

that the achievement of this world-embracing obligation must 

invoke a world-wide response from all individuals and all 

nations, combining unselfishly their personal and material 

resources for the building of a better world. "There," he 

said, "you have the great social problem, which at the 

63 "II faut regarder bien en face, dans toute son 
ampleur, le devoir de donner a d'innombrables families, dans 
leur unit6 naturelle, morale, juridique, economlque, un juste 
espace vital repondant, fut-ce dans une mesure modeste, male 
tout au moins suffisante, aux exigences de la dignite 
humaine." (Production for Human Needs, Nous vous adressons, 
June 3, 1950, in AAS, 42 (1950), p. 485-T8T7) 

64 Ibid. 
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6^ 
present time, stands at the crossroads." J It was within the 

general context of a solution to this social question of 

world imbalance that Plus XII presented his doctrine on 

property. 

65 "Le voila le grand probleme social, celui qui se 
dresse a la croisee des chemins a l'heure presente." (Produc­
tion for Human Needs^Houe vous adreaaons. June 4, 1950, in 



CHAPTER II 

THE CONCEPT OF PROPERTY IN PIUS XII 

Reference was made in the last Chapter to the effect 

that Pius XII saw the provoking imbalance in the world econ­

omy as a real threat to peace. It is not surprising, there­

fore, that his documents give an unusual prominence to the 

basic right of all individuals and all peoples to use in 

dignity the goods God created for all men. This is not to 

say that he de-emphasized the right of private appropriation. 

Far from it. He vigorously defended the institution of 

private property as the natural means to realize the first 

and fundamental right, in a matter consonant with human 

dignity. As a consequence he devoted a major portion of his 

social teachings to the necessity of an equitable distribu­

tion of private property with special emphesis on the inter­

national phase of the question. The Holy Father did not 

explore all the aspects of the property-doctrine such as it 

is treated in the textbooks of moral philosophy. Neither did 

he approach the problems of property in the same manner, nor 

did he cover the exact same matter as his predecessors. 

1 The final Chapter shall be devoted to the doctrine 
of Pius XII in relation to his immediate predecessors. 

For an excellent analysis of the relations between 
papal doctrine and the traditional teachings of the Church 
plus the manner in which the doctrine of one Pope supplements 
and complements that of another, see: Etienne GILSON, "How to 
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It is now a question of developing the first prin­

ciple in his concept of property: the primary right of all 

to the U3e of material goods. Headings to follow in the 

chapter will be: the right of private property and, next, 

the principle of an equitable distribution of wealth aa the 

primary consequence proceeding from the rights surrounding 

the property concept. The task of subsequent chapters shall 

be to analyze Pius XII's directives as to the forms and the 

factors best calculated to make his concept a reality in 

contemporary economic and social life. 

I. THE GENERAL RIGHT OF ALL 

TO THE USE 0? THE WORLD'S MATERIAL GOODS 

1. Importance. 

In the second month of hie pontificate, on the occa­

sion of an Easter homily, the Holy Pather, preoccupied with 

the immediate threat of war, stressed that justice required 

a reasonable distribution of the wealth and resources created 

by God for all men. He said: 

Justice requires that all men acknowledge and 
defend the sacrosanct rights of human freedom and 
human dignity, and that the infinite wealth and 

Read the Encyclicals", in Btienne GILSOI (ed.), The Church 
Speaks to the Modern World (The Social Teachings of Leo 
xlll), New York, Garden City, Image Books, Doubleday, 1954, 
p. 21-28. 
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resources with which God has endowed the whole of 
the earth, shall be distributed, in conformity with 
right reason, for the use of all his children.2 

It is significant that in this, the first allusion to the 

problem of property, the principle that every human being 

has the right to sufficient resources is uppermost in his 

thoughts. Some months later, in Summi Pontificatus, his 

first encyclical, he stated that one of the manifestations 

of the unity of man was "in the unity of dwelling place, the 

earth of whose resources all men can, by naturel right, eveil 
•5 

themselves to sustain end develop life."^ Less then e month 

leter, in Sertum Leetitiae, an encyclical letter to the 

Bishops of the United States, the Pope issued a major state­

ment on the social question drawing particuler attention to 

the fact that the mutual hostility between classes and 

nations, as a consequence of some having exaggerated riches 

while others were destitute, was in sharp contrest to the 

purpose God hed in Greeting for ell men. He wrote: 

2 "Justitis postulet ut secrosencte humenee liberte-
tis dignitetisque jure omnes egnoscent, tueantur; utque innu-
meree opes etque divitiee, quee Deus per universum terrarum 
orbem profudit, in suorum omnium utilitatem filiorum consen-
tenee recteque retione distribuentur." (Easter Message of 
Peace, Quoniam Peschslie, April 9, 1939, in AAS, 31 (1939), 
p. 149. English version in H. KOENIG (ed.), Principles for 
Peace, Milwaukee, Bruce, 1943, p. 560, No. 1323.) 

3 "Unum ac tandem habitetionem terrarum nempe orbem 
cujus opibus natureli jure omnes frui possunt, ut sese alere 
queant seseque ad auctiora incrementa provehere." (Encyclical 
letter Summi Pontificatus, Oct. 20, 1939, in AAS, 31 (1939), 
p. 427. 
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The fundamental point of the social question 
is this, that the goods created by God for all men 
should in the same way reach all, justice guiding 
and charity helping [...] God does not wish that 
some have exaggerated riches while others are in 
such straits that they lack the bare necessities 
of life.* 

Following the Pope's statements on the primary right 

of property in chronological sequence, we now come to his 

most important and most celebrated document on this question 

and on the sociel question in genersl: the Pentecostel mes-

sage of June 1, 1941. Indicative of its importance is the 

feet that it appears in the Acta Apostolicae Sedls in eight 

different languages. In John XXIII's Mater et Megistrs, it 

is singled out as Pius XII's basic document on the social 

question and he apparently ranks it in importance with Leo 

XIII'8 Rerum Novarum and Pius XI's Quadragesimo Anno. Of 

all the social messages of Pius XII, it is the most doctrinal 

in content and,therefore, basic in anelyzing his concept of 

property. In this document, the right of all to the use of 

4 "Cujus praecipuum caput id exigit, ut bona, quae 
pro omnibus universis Deus creavit aequa ratione ad omnes 
affluent, justitia duce, caritate comite C..J Deus non 
vult alios nimis affluere coplis, slios eutem in extremas 
angustias adduci, ita ut usibus vitae necessarlis careent." 
(PIUS XII, Encyclical Epistle Sertum Laetitiee, Nov. 1, 1939, 
in AAS, 31 (1939), p. 642.) 

5 The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Leso-
lennite, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), p. 195-205. The 
complete English text sppeare in the Appendix of this study. 

6 JOHN XXIII, Encyclical Letter Mater et Magistra, 
May 15, 1961, in AAS, 53 (1961), p. 410-TLT: 
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material good3 is the platform from which the Holy Father 

launches his doctrine on the social and economic order. 

The Pentecostal message of 1941 begins with a strong 

reaffirmation of the social teachings expounded by Leo XIII 

and Pius XI. Following that, Pius XII then announced his 

method of procedure; he was going to give some further 

directive moral principles on three fundamental values: the 

use of material goods, labour and the family. He said: 

We feel we may avail ourselves of this commemora­
tion to give some further directive moral principles 
on three fundamental values of social and economic 
life; [...] these three fundamental values which are 
closely connected one with the other, mutually com­
plementary and dependent are: the use of material 
goods, labor and the family.7 

Before developing his doctrine on the use of material 

goods, Pius XII stated that the basic idea of the principles 

surrounding the question of property was what he had already 

written to the Hierarchy of the United States in the ency­

clical Sertum Laetitiae: "the goods which were created by 

God for all men should flow equally to all, according to the 

8 
principles of justice and charity-" With the above text as 

7 "Noi pen8iemo di servirci dell'odierna commemo-
rezione per dare ulterior! principi direttivi morali sopra 
tre fondamentali valori della vita sociale edeconomica I...] 
che s'intrecciano, si saldano e si aiutano a vicenda, sono: 
l'uso dei beni materiali, il lavoro, la famiglia." (The 
Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, La solennita, June 1, 
1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), p. 196-199.) ~" 

8 "[...] i beni da Dio creati per tutti gli uomini, 
equamente affluiscano a tutti, secondo i principi della gius-
tizia e aella carita." (Ibid., p. 199). 
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his starting point, he went on to demonstrate why the goods 

of nature should flow equitably to all and in what manner 

this distribution was to be effectively achieved: 

Every man, as a living being gifted with reason, 
has in fact from nature, the fundamental right to 
make use of the material goods of the earth, while 
it is left to the will of man and to the juridical 
statutes of nations to regulate in greater detail 
the actuation of this right. This individual right 
cannot in any way be suppressed, even by other clear 
and undisputed rights over meterial goods. Undoubtedly 
the natural order, deriving from God demands also 
private property and the free reciprocal commerce of 
goods by interchange and gift, as well as the func­
tioning of the State over both these institutions. 

But all this remains subordinate to the natural 
scope of material goods and cannot emancipate itself 
from the first and fundamental right which concedes 
their use to all men; but it should rather serve to 
make possible the actuation of this right in con­
formity with its scope.9 

In this statement, Pius XII obviously states that the right 

of all to the use of material goods is the supreme principle 

governing man in all his relations to the use of the material 

9 "Ogni uomo, quale vivente dotato di ragione, ha 
infatti dalla natura 11 diritto fondamentale di usare dei 
beni materiali della terra, pur essendo lasciato alia volonta 
umena e alle forme giuridiche dei popoli di regolarne piu 
particolarmente la pratica attuazione. Tale diritto indivi-
duale non puo essere in nessun modo soppresso, neppure da 
altri diritti certi e peciflcl sui beni materiali. Senate 
dubbio l'ordine naturale, derivante da Dio, richiede anche 
la proprieta privata e il libero reciproco commercio dei beni 
con scambi e donazioni, come pure la funzione regolatrice iel 
potere pubblico su entrambi questi istituti. Tutto cio nor • 
dimeno rimane subordinato ello scope naturale dei beni mave-
rieli, e non potrebbe rendersi indipendente dal diritto primo 
e fondamentele, che e tutti ne concede 1'uso; ma piuttosto 
deve servire a fame posaibile I'attuazione in conformita con 
il suo scope" (The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, 
La solennita, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1Q41), p. 1§9.) 
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for the purpose of sustaining life. It is first and funda­

ment el. Other rights including thet of privete property ere 

designed to schieve its most effective implementetion. 

A closer observation of this basic text, reinforced 

by other statements from the documents of the Holy Father, 

will serve to analyze the concept of the primary right in 

terms of its origin, characteristics, and the means of 

achieving its realization. The latter point will be covered 

under the heading of Private Property. 

2. Origin. 

Pius XII makes it clear that the right which every 

man has to the use of the goods of earth originates proximate­

ly in the dignity which God the creator and supreme pro­

prietor conferred upon man when he endowed him with reason 

and free will. "Every man endowed with reeaon", he ssid, 

hes this right. In a striking passage from the Christmas 

message of 1942, he invoked the authority of Genesis to 

demonstrate the basis of man's mastership over the visible 

world and his right to the use of it: 

When he blessed our first parents, God said: 
"Increase and multiply and fill the earth, and subdue 
it." (Gen. 1, 28). And to the first father of a 
family, he said later: "In the sweat of thy face 

10 "Ogni uomo, quale vivente dotato di ragione[...]" 
The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, La solennita, 
p. 199. " " ~* 
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shalt thou eat bread." (Gen. 3, 19<̂ . The dignity 
of the human person, then, requires normally as a 
natural foundation for life, the right tc the use 

of the goods of the earth.!! 

To be sure, the implication of this text is that the ultimate 

basis of man's right to use and to own rests in God the 

absolute owner, and the proximate basis rests in the dignity 

of man, made to God's image and likeness. 

The idea that the right to use the goods of earth 

endows man with the dignity and the responsibility of God's 

administrator was the message Pius XII communicated to the 

world in his Christmas address of 1949, when he stated that 

ail the peoples of the world must assist one another in 

working for a "just distribution of the goods which are a 
12 treasure entrusted by God to men". He made a practical 

application of this idea of man's stewardship under God in 

an address to a world congress of boards of traae when he 

said that every businessman must consider himself to be a 

11 "Dio, benedicendo i nostri progenitori, disse loxo: 
"Crescete e moltiplicatevi e riempite la terra e soggiogate-?-
la". (Gen. 1, 28). E al primo capo di famiglia diceva poi: 
"Nel sudore della tua fronte ti ciberai di pane". (Gen. 3,10). 
La dignita della persona umana esige dunque normalmen't'e come 
fondamento naturale per vivere il diritto all'uso dei beni 
della terra; [...]" (Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, 
Dec. 24, 1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 17.1 

12 "[...J equa distribuzione dei beni, che sono 
tesoro di Dio affidato agli uomini". (Christmas Message, Non 
maiforse, Dec. 23, 1949, in AAS, 42 (1950), p. 128.) 
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true servant of society and therefore he must strive "to 

circulate worldly goods destined by God for the advantage of 

all" in a manner that will serve the whole of society. 

More explicitly, in the encyclical letter to the 

Bishops of the United States, he propounded the stewardship 

aspect in man's use of material goods, when he wrote that 

"the rich, if they are upright and honest, are God's dis­

pensers and providers of this world's goods; as ministers of 

14 divine providence they assist the indigent." 

The above cited texts lead to the conclusion that 

man's right to use and to own comes, not from society but 

from God, the Author of nature and of man, whom He made like 

unto Himself by raising him to the dignity of a human person. 

The dignity of man is the dignity of the image of God, said 

15 the Pope, in his 1944 Christmas message to the world. ' The 

divine basis of man's dignity ultimately constitutes his 

right to master the goods of earth. 

13 "[...J de faire circuler les biens de la terre, 
destines par Dieu a 1'avantage de tous [...]" (Vocation of 
Businessmen, Nous avona, April 27, 1950, in Discorsi e Radio-
mess aggi, Vol. 12, p. 46.) 

14 "Divites autem, si recti probique sunt, terrestrium 
bonorum Dei sunt dispensatores et procuratores; supernae pro­
vident iae adminlstri egenis opitulantur [...]" (Encyclical 
Epistle Sertum Laetitiae, Nov. 1, 1939, in AAS, 31 (1939), 
p. 642.) 

15 Christmas Message, Benignitas et humanites, Dec. 
24, 1944, in AAS, 37 (1945), p7T2, "n^ ' "~ 
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To comment further on the above paaseges from the 

Holy Fether, it can be concluded that man acts in keeping 

with his dignity, only when in his use of material things, 

he respects God's supreme dominion and the purpose He had in 

creating the goods of earth for all. This is Pius XII's 

answer to those who would contend that man is an absolute 

lord over creation and can do what he wants with that which 

he own8. It is also his answer to those who would degrade 

their dignity by an undue concern for accumulating wealth 

and thus allowing things to be their master. His argument 

that human dignity demands for all men the right to the use 

of material goods is equally his answer to the economic and 

social conditions that would make of man not the master but 

the slave of his environment. He made this argument most 

explicit in the Christmas address of 1942 when he said: 

"The dignity of the human person, then, requires normally as 

the natural foundation of life the right to the use of the 

goods of the earth." 

The dignity of man was a popular theme in the social 

teachings of Pius XII. Indicative was his address to the 

16 "La dignita della persona umana esige dunque 
normalmente come fondaaento naturale per vivere il diritto 
sll'u80 dei beni della terra; [...]" (Christmas Message, Con 
sempre nuova, Dec. 24, 1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 17.) 
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Congress of European-American Associations in 1955 when he 

appeeled for the emergence of the real imege of man, master 

over things, master over himself and aware of his individual 

and social responsibilities as a creature made to the image 

17 and likeness of God. Conforming to that image was his 

ideal of all men associating themselves with the divine 

government in mastering and perfecting the inferior things 

of creation for their own welfare and that of mankind. 

Not only does Pius XII invoke revelation to fortify 

his assertion that all men have the right to the use of 

material goods as a consequence of their dignity. He appeals 

to the demand arising from the unchangeable nature of man as 

man endowed with reason: "Every man, as a living being gifted 

with reason, has in fact from nature the fundamental right to 

18 
make use of the material goods of the earth." This direct 

and simple statement as to the origin of the first right of 

property in natural law also directs particular attention to 

17 "Ainsl peut-on esp6rer voir se degager plus clai-
rement le visage authentique de I'homme, mattre non seulement 
des choses, mais surtout de lui-m§me, et conscient de sa des-
tinee transcendante, individuelle et sociale, et de ses res-
ponsabilit£s de creature faite a 1'image de Dieu." (Aid to 
Better Uader3tending, Pes efforts, Sept. 18, 1955, in Discor­
si e Rediomessaggi, Vol. 17, p. 240.) 

18 "Ogni uomo, quale vivente dotato di ragione, ha 
infatti della natura il diritto fondamentale di usare dei 
beni materiali della terra [...]" (The Fiftieth Anniversary 
of Rerum Novarum, La solennita. June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 
(1941), P. 199.) 
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the universal character of man's right to the use of the 

world's goods. This characteristic of universality assumes 

considerable importance, especially in the Pentecostal 

address of 1941. It, therefore, requires special commentary. 

3. Universality of the Right of Use. 

All the texts so far introduced serve to illustrate 

the importance the Holy Father attached to the dictum that 

all things are for all men, that the purpose of the earth's 

bounty is to serve the whole human race. His reasoning that 

the dignity of human personality common to all men demanded 

the corresponding right of all to the use of the earth's 

bounty, bears magnificent testimony to the basic equality of 

all human beings regardless of age, race, nationality, educa­

tion or any other eventuality. It follows, therefore, that 

any economic system which unduly restricts the benefits of 

creation to a privileged group goes counter to that funda-

mental equality based on the dignity possessed by every 

individual endowed with reason. 

In the address of 1941, the Pope stressed that "the 

native right to the use of materiel goods" must be safeguarded 

in order to ensure the personal dignity of every man and thus 

to facilitete the fulfillment of the duties for which he is 

19 responsible to his Creator. Man has in truth the entirely 

19 "II diritto originario sull'uso del beni materiali" 
(The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, p. 199.) 
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personal duty, he said, "to preserve and order to perfection 

his material and spiritual life, so as to secure the reli-

20 gious and moral scope which God has assigned to all men." 

This statement makes it plain that every man has the duty to 

develop and to perfect his personality, and therefore he has 

the corresponding right to whatever is necessary for the 

achievement of that worthy purpose. It was thus that Pius 

XII was so insistent on giving to all individuals the 

opportunity to exercise their right to the use of material 

goods, as the necessary condition for the fulfillment of 

their duties in freedom and dignity. Another feature of the 

universal right of use requiring special comment is its 

inviolable character which is given particular emphasis in 

the Pentecostal message of 1941. 

4. Inviolability of the Right of Use. 

In his firm statement as to the primary and funda­

mental nature of this right and his assertion that it could 

not be in any way suppressed, the Holy Father gave to the 

universal right of use an absolute inviolability and a clear 

cut supremacy among the hierarchy of rights m the economic 

20 "Spetta invero all'uomo il dovere del tutto perso-
nele di conservare e ravviare a perfezionamento la sua vita 
materiale e spirituale, per conseguire lo scopo religiose e 
morale, che Dio ha assegnato a tutti gli uomini e dato loro 
quale norma suprema [,..]" (The Fiftieth Anniversary of 
Rerum Novarum, La solennita. June 1, 1941, in AAS 33 (1941), 
p. 200.; 
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order. "This individual right", he said, "cannot in any way 

be suppressed, even by other clear and undisputed rights over 
21 

material goods." This is so because the right proceeds 

immediately from the nature of the human person, anterior to 

and independent of any historical or sociological circum­

stance. Assuredly, the Pope did not maintain that this 

right guaranteed to any particular person a definite part of 

God's creation. But this right did constitute the firm 

foundation upon which he raised the structure of private 

property as the natural institution to give determinetion to 

the more basic right of ell to the goods of the earth. 

Pius XII declared that the details of actuating the 

universal right of use was to be left to the disposition of 

man and the laws of the various states: 

Every man, as a living being gifted with reason, 
has in fact from Nature the fundamental right to 
make use of the goods of the earth, while it is left 
to the will of men end to the juridical statutes of 
nations to regulate in greater detail the actuation 
of this right.22 

But the Holy Father immediately added that no system of 

property holding or law of the state could violate this 

21 "Tale diritto individuals non pu6 essere in nessun 
modo soppresso, neppure da altri diritti certi e pacific! sui 
beni materieli." (The Fiftieth Anniversery of Rerum Novarum, 
La eolennite, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), p. 199.) 

22 Ibid. See Italian text above page 41, note 9. 
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primary right; it takes precedence over all other recognized 

rights to material goods: 

Undoubtedly,the natural order deriving from God 
demands also private property and the free reciprocal 
commerce of goods by Interchange and gift, as well as 
a functioning of the State as a control over both 
these institutions. But all this remains subordinated 
to the natural scope of material goods and cannot 
emancipate itself from the first and fundamental right 
which concedes their use to all men; but it should 
rather serve to make possible the actuation of this 
right in conformity with its scope. Only thus can 
we and must we secure that private property and the 
use of material goods bring to society peace and 
prosperity and long life, that they no longer set up 
precarious conditions which will give rise to 
struggles and jealousies, and which are left to the 
mercy of the blind interplay of force and weakness.2* 

This statement is a clear-cut affirmation of Pius XII's 

doctrine in respect to the relation which should exist 

between the primary right of all to use the goods of the 

earth and the other rights of man in the economic order. 

23 "Senza dubbio l'ordine naturale, derivante da Dio, 
richiede anche la proprieta private e il libero reciproco 
commercio dei beni con scambi e donazioni, come pure la fun­
zione regolatrice del potere pubblico su entrambi questi 
istituti. Tutto ci6 nondimeno rimane subordinate alio scopo 
naturale dei beni materiali, e non potrebbe rendersi indi­
pendente dal diritto primo e fondamentale, che a tutti ne 
concede l'uso; ma piuttosto deve servire a fame possibile 
I'attuazione in conformita con il suo scopo. Cos! solo si 
potre e si dovre ottenere che^propriete e uso dei beni 
meterieli portino alia eocieta pace feconde e consistenzs 
vitale, non gia costituiscano condizioni precarie, genera-
trici di lotte e gelosie, e abbandonate in balle dello 
spieteto giuoco della forza e della debolezze." (The Fiftieth 
Anniversery of Rerum Novarum, Le solennite, June 1, 1941, in 
AAS, 33 (1941), p. 1 9 9 . ) ~ 
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First, he makes it clear that the right of private property, 

the right to dispose of goods through exchange and gifts, 

and the controlling power of the state over both, must not 

conflict with the right of all to the goods of earth. On 

the contrary, his statement emphasizes that it is the role 

of private property as well as the state in controlling its 

use, to implement the right of all men to attain their just 

share of the world's goods. Accordingly, the right of 

private property, in the mind of Pius XII, is subordinate to 

the primordial right of general use and must not be conceived 

independent of the natural purpose of material goods, which 

is to minister to the needs of all; in other words the right 

of private property is related to the general right of all 

to use the goods of the earth as a means to an end. Secondly, 

in the latter part of this text, Pius XII emphasizes that the 

proper subordination of the right of private property to the 

general right of use is an essential condition for preventing 

strife and struggle in sociel life, end a guarantee for 

social peace and prosperity. 

To comment on this important text of Pius XII, it is 

to be noted that the doctrine it contains serves to exemplify 

the hierarchy of values in a moral economic order, demanding 

as it does the subordination of the private factor in prop­

erty to the world-wide purpose of material goods in their 

social function of serving the needs of the whole huaen rece. 
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In the ideal order envisioned by the Holy Father, the corre­

lation of these functions Involves a subordination, but no 

contradiction. The close relationship between the right to 

privately appropriate and the general right of all to use 

material goods must be kept in mind as we proceed to analyze 

Pius XII*3 doctrine on the specific question of private 

property. 

II. THE RIGHT OF PRIVATE PROPERTY 

Mindful of the necessity to demonstrate the justifi­

cation of private property,owing to its derivative natural 

law-character, it is not surprising that Pius XII would give 

extensive treatment to this subject in the development of 

his social doctrine. In addition, there was the necessity 

of defending private property against the threat of the 

liberal economists who would restrict property to a purely 

individualistic role, and against the challenge of the col-

lectivists who would agree that all things are for all men 

but deny that private property is consistent with this 

dictum. The papal documents on the subject of private prop­

erty as such are, therefore, sufficiently extensive to 

warrant a topical enelysis under two headings: (A) Founda­

tion and justification, (B) Individual anu social function. 
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A. Foundation and Justification. 

Upon what basis did Pius XII establish the right of 

private property? Was it positive law, or was it a matter 

of pure expediency? Or was it the natural law? The answer 

to these questions will provide the key to an understanding 

of the specific arguments he advanced for private property 

and its widespread diffusion. 

1. Foundation. 

For the answer to the basis of private property, 

Pius XII's document of Pentecost 1941, still remains para­

mount. Within the context of affirming the superiority of 

the first and fundamental right, the Pope simply states that 

private property is also a demand of the natural order 

deriving from God, that it must not be considered apart from 

the first right but linked up with it as means to end: 

Undoubtedly the natural order, deriving from God 
demands also private property and the free reciprocal 
commerce of goods by interchange and gift, es well es 
a functioning of the State as a control over both 
these institutions. But all this remains subordinated 
to the naturel scope of material goods and cannot 
emancipete itself from the first and fundamental right 
which concedes their use to all men; but it should 
rather serve to make possible the actuation of this 
right in conformity with its scope.2* 

24 The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, La 
solennita, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), p. 199." See 
Italian text above page 50, footnote 23. 
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This passage leaves no doubt as to the natural-law-origin of 

private property in the doctrine of Pius XII. A close 

observation of the context which is centered on the superior­

ity of the first and fundamental right leads to the conclu­

sion that the right of private property derives its natural-

law-character from the fact that it is rooted in the first 

right as the indispensable means to make the first and basic 

right a reality for all men. By pursuing this point to 

further conclusions, it might be reasoned that the right of 

private property is relative in respect to the absolute 

character of the first right, that it does not conflict with 

the general destination of material goods, but rather is in 

complete harmony with God's design for the goods he created 

for the welfare of all. It is meant to serve each and at 

the same time serve all. It is the natural means to make 

explicit what is implicit in the first and fundamental right, 

and therefore has a solid philosophical foundation in the 

dignity of the human person which demands that all have the 

right to the use of the goods of earth, as he so declared in 

1942: 

The dignity of the human person, thus, requires 
normally as a natural foundation of life, the right 
to the use of the goods of the earth. To this right 
corresponds the fundamental obligation to grant 2s 
private ownership of property, if possible, to all. 

25 "La dignita della persona umana esige dunque nor-
melmente come fondamento naturale per vivere il diritto 
ell'uso dei beni della terra; a cui risponde l"obbligo 
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Situated as such, intrinsically linked with the first and 

fundamental right, Pius XII establishes the basis of private 

property on the nature of man and in the relations of man to 

material things. Presuming that it maintains this link, it 

is as inviolable as the first right of use. In other words, 

when it is governed by the primary right, as its supreme 

regulative norm, the right of private property participates 

in the validity and legitimacy of that primary right. 

It was, therefore, not surprising that the Holy 

Father made the distinction between the institution of 

private property as it should be in the natural order, and 

as it is in its historical forms. In his 1944 address on 

world reconstruction, he made this distinction by defending 

private property not necessarily lh its present state, but 

rather as an institution with a moral and social purpose: 

In defending, therefore, the principle of private 
property, the Church pursues a high ethico-social 
purpose. She does not intend to defend absolutely 
and simply the present state of affairs, as if she 
saw in it the expression of God's will, nor to 
defend as a matter of principle the rich and the 
plutocrat against the poor and the indigent.2° 

fondamentale di accordare una proprieta privata, possibil-
mente a tutti." (Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, Dec. 
24, 1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), P* 17.) 

26 "Difendendo dunque il principio della proprieta 
privata, la Chiesa persegue un alto fine etico-sociale. Essa 
non intende gia di sostenere puramente e semplicemente il 
presente stato di cose, come se vi vedesse la espressione 
della volonta divina, ne di proteggere per principio il ricco 
et il plutocrate contro il povero e non abbiente." (The Fifth 
Y e a T , ^ N h e Woci 9**1' a l cO"Plcrfti- Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 
36 (1944;, p.2t>3.; 
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When Pius XII, in the 1941 address, spoke of private property 

as emanating from the natural order, he was referring to it 

as a natural institution destined to actuate the first and 

fundamental right. He was not referring to the concrete 

historical forms of the institution, as determined and legi­

timized by stete laws. It would be, thus, foreign to the 

teeching of the Holy Father to transfer, absolutely, the 

inviolability of private property to existent institutional 

forms or to property rights invested in various individuals. 

But, on the contrary, his doctrine implies that, whatever 

form this Institution assumes in the course of history, it 

must remain subservient to the primary norm of property for 

all, and when it departs from this norm it must be overhauled 

and brought in line with the social purpose of material 

goods. 

in establishing its foundation in man's natural 

dominion over material things, Pius XII gives to the argu­

ments for private property an intrinsic or metaphysical 

value. He does not rely on the frequently stated arguments 

of a utilitarian nature, justifying private property because 

of its conduciveness to human welfare. The essence of this 

argument is that without private property, there would be 

lacking a sufficient incentive to work, people would not live 

peacefully together, and what belonged to the community 

would not be cared for as if it belonged to the individual. 
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Certainly, these are desirable results, which should follow 

from private ownership adequately understood and applied. 

But as arguments, they lack depth because they are based on 

the observed results of private as compared with communal 

ownership, and not on some permanent value. When the pre­

vailing system of private property leads to dissension and 

revolution, the above arguments could be used to abolish any 

system of private ownership. Indeed a distorted concept of 

private ownership accounted in good measure for the large 

scale unemployment, revolution and ware which characterized 

the pontificate of Pius XII. 

The arguments based on utility and expediency are 

not central in the Holy Father's approach to the justifica­

tion of private property. On the contrary he rests his case 

on the true dignity and freedom of every human person. When­

ever the person is the father of a femily or a worker, the 

argument from dignity and freedom becomes more forceful. To 

verify the above assertions relative to the specific argu­

ments for private property in Pius XII, it now becomes our 

task to make a detailed analysis of an extensive array of 

texts from his documents. 

2. The Basic Argument: Dignity and Freedom. 

Emphasizing tranquillity as an essential ingredient 

for the attainment of peace in social life, the Holy Father 

in the Christmas address of 1942, laid down the rrinciile of 
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texts from his documents. 
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a widely diffused system of private property as an obligation 

rooted in the dignity of every human person: 

The dignity of the human person, thus, requires 
normally as a natural foundation of life, the right 
to the use of the goods of the earth. To this right 
corresponds the fundamental obligation to grant 97 
private ownership of property, if possible, to all. 

Immedietely following this ststement of basic principle, he 

pointed out that it was a grave obligation of positive 

legislation to prevent the conditions which make of the 

worker a slave either to the exploitation of private capital 

or to the power of the state, a situation which he described 

as irreconcilable with his rights as a person. He said: 

Positive legislation regulating private ownership 
may change and more or less restrict its use. But if 
legislation is to play its part in the pacification 
of the community it must prevent the worker, who is 
or will be the father of a family, from being con­
demned to an economic dependence and slavery which 
is irreconcilable with his rights as a person. 
Whether this slavery arises from the exploitation 
of private capital or from the power of the State 
the result is the same.28 

27 "La dignita della persona umana esige dunque nor-
melmente come fondamento naturale per vivere il diritto 
all'uso dei beni della terra; a cui rlsponde l'obbligo fonda-
mentale di accordare una proprieta privata, possibilmente a 
tutti." (Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, Dec. 24, 1942, 
in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 17.) 

28 "Le norme giuridiche positive, regolanti la pro­
priety privata, possono mutare e sccordare un uso piu o meno 
circoscritto; me se vogliono contrlbuire alls pecificazione 
della comunita, dovranno impedire che I'operaio, che e o sara 
padre di famiglie, venga condannato ad una dipendenza e ser-
vitu economica, inconciliabile con i suoi diritti di persona. 
Che questa servitu derivi dal prepotere del capitale private 
o dal potere dello Stato, l'effetto non muta." (Ibid.) 
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This statement is an unequivocal indictment of a system of 

concentrated capital that would have the effect of enslaving 

the worker. It is equally condemnatory of a state in which 

power is so concentrated that the worker is unable to exer­

cise the rights to ensure his dignity and freedom. That one 

of these rights is private property is obvious from the fact 

that Pius XII considers its widespread diffusion an obliga­

tion arising from human dignity. 

The dignity of the human person, thus, requires 
normally as a natural foundation of life, the right 
to the use of the goods of the earth. To this right 
corresponds the fundamental obligation to grant 2q 
private ownership of property, if possible, to all. 

It is in connection with this obligation that he enjoins upon 

the state the duty of preventing those conditions that would 

prevent the worker from exercising his right to private prop­

erty as a guarantee of his freedom and dignity- A system 

which would deny the exercise of this right would degrade 

the dignity of man and reduce him to the status of slavery. 

In the Pentecost address of 1941, Pius XII was more 

explicit in affirming that private property, in harmony with 

the general right of all and regulated by the state consti­

tuted the material basis for man to fulfill his moral duties, 

29 Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, Dec. 24, 
1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 17" See Italian text above 
page 58, footnote 27. 
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30 "with reasonable liberty". He, therefore, saw in private 

property the external sign of internal freedom. For him, it 

constituted the initial equipment without which a man cannot 

go forward to the fulfillment of his God-given destiny. It 

was the surest way by which all men could exercise their 

primary right of use in a manner worth of their dignity. 

It is to be noted that the liberty which private 

property guarantees, Pius XII called "reasonable" (in giusta 

liberta). This expression calls for special comment. Ob­

viously he has in mind the liberty which is indispensable 

to a person in the exercise of his rights and the discharge 

of his individual and social duties. "Reasonable" liberty 

is opposed to the doctrine of historic liberalism which gives 

to the individual the right to ignore the common good and the 

demands of social justice in the exercise of his property 

rights, thus resulting in the anerchy of individualism. 

Reasonable liberty demands discipline and social direction. 

Such liberty is also opposed to the lodging of all property 

in the hands of the state thus giving to the government the 

power to ignore and deny personal rights, 

In an address on world reconstruction, September 1st, 

1944, Pius XII made his most extensive pronouncement on 

30 "[...] in giusta liberta [...]" (The Fiftieth 
Anniversery of Rerum Novarum, Le solennita, June 1, 1941, in 
AAS, 33 (1941), p. 200.) ~ ' — 
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private ownership emphasizing in particular its role in sus-

31 
taining true liberty. He reaffirmed the teaching of Leo 

XIII that private property must be the basic foundation 

32 
"for every legitimate economic and social order". He was 

profoundly disturbed at the countless number of workers with 

no property of their own and therefore in such desperate 

conditions that they were ready to fall prey to those who 

would promise bread and security, even at the cost of their 

genuine liberty: 

In fact, We see the ever increasing ranks of the 
workers frequently confronted with this excessive 
concentration of economic goods which, often hidden 
under anonymous titles, are successfully withdrawn 
from contributing, as they should, to the social 
order and place the worker in a situation where it is 
virtually Impossible for him to effectively acquire 
private property of his own. 

On the one side, We see immense riches dominating 
public and private economic life and often even civil 
life; on the other, the countless number of those 
who, deprived of every direct or indirect security 
of their own livelihood, take no further interest in 
the true and higher values of the spirit, abandon 
their aspiration to genuine freedom and throw 

31 The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al complersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 249-258. In the Acta 
Apostollcae Sedis, this radio message to the whole world 
contains four parts: (1) The Defence of Christian Civiliza­
tion, (2) Some Aspects of the Economic and Social Question, 
(3) Thoughts on Charity, (4) Thoughts on Peace. Private 
property is the central issue in Part Two (p. 252-255). 
This part is to be found in Appendix III of this dissertation. 

32 "[...] per ogni retto ordine economico e sociale" 
(Ibid., p. 252.) 
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themselves at the feet of any political party, 
slaves to whoever promises them in some way bread 
and security.53 

It would seem thet another disturbing factor was that 

communism, fresh from its victories over nazism, was so 

popular that its doctrine might more readily be accepted by 

the mass of workers. In view of such conditions, adversely 

affecting the mass of workers, it is not surprising that 

Pius XII vigorously defended private ownership, with the 

accent on liberty and dignity as the basic argument. He 

apparently wanted the freedom and dignity of man to be guar­

anteed by a structure of society, based on a widely diffused 

system of private ownership. He saw in private property the 

natural fruit of the personal activity and the ambition of a 

man to provide for himself and his family a sound basis for 

all his freedoms. He said: 

33 HNoi vediamo infatti la sempre creecente schiera 
dei lavoratori trovarsi sovente di fronte a quegli eccessivi 
concentramenti di beni economici, che, nascosti spesso sotto 
forme anonime, riescono a sottrarsi ai loro doveri social! e 
quasi mettono I'operaio nelia impossibility di formers! une 
sua proprieta effettiva. [...] 

Vediamo, da un lato, le ingenti ricchezze dominare 
l'economia privata e pubblica, e spesso anche l'attivita ci­
vile; dall'altro, le innumerevole moltitudine di coloro che, 
privi di ogni direttao indiretta sicurezza della propria 
vita, non prendono piu interesse ai veri ed alti valori dello 
spirito, si chiudono alle aspirazioni verso una genuina 
liberta, si gettano al servigio di qualsiasi partito politi­
co, schiavi di chiunque promette loro in quelche modo pane e 
tranquillite." (The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al compiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 253.) 
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Private property is in a special manner the 
natural fruit of labour, the product of an Intense 
activity on the part of the man who acquires it 
through his energetic will to ensure and improve, 
by his own forces, his own living conditions and 
those of his family, to create for himself and 
those dear to him a field in which they may rightly 
enjoy, not only economic freedom, but political, 
cultural and religious freedom as well.34 

This ideal of property, constituting the material 

basis for all freedoms, was in sharp contrast to the property 

situation of his time, wherein he saw "immense riches domin­

ating public and private economic life and often even civil 

35 life." In such concentrations of power, he saw the seeds 

of tyranny degrading the dignity of man by suppressing his 

ability to implement his fundamental rights. To break these 

power structures enslaving man in the economic order, he 

held aloft the social doctrine of the Church which, he said, 

has alweys been "the defender of the oppressed against the 

tyranny of the powerful and has always sponsored the just 

34 "[...] proprieta privata e in particolar modo 
il frutto naturale del lavoro, il prodotto di una intensa 
attivita dell'uomo, che l'acquista grazie alia sua energica 
volonta di assicurare e sviluppare con le sue forze l'esis-
tenze propria e quella della sua famiglia, di creare a se e 
ai suoi un campo di giusta liberta, non solo economica, ma 
anche politica, culturale e religiosa." (The Fifth Yeer of 
the Wer, Oggi, al compiersi, Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), 
p. 252.) 

35 "Vediamo [...] le ingenti ricchezze dominare 
l'economia privata e pubblica, e spesso anche 1'attivita 
civile; [...]" (Ibid., p. 253.) 
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36 
claims of all classes of workers against every injustice." 

The aim of the Church, he pointed out, was not simply to 

defend the status quo, but rather to see to it that the 

institution of private property becomes what God meant it to 

be — a force promoting social order, a prerequisite for 

the development of man's personal initiative, a stimulus for 

man to more readily attain his existential ends, and there­

fore a guarantee for that liberty and dignity with which God 

endowed man when He made him the master over materiel things. 

It wes with such sentiments thst Pius XII succinctly presented 

the case for private property: 

But the Church aims rether et securing thet the 
institution of privste property be such as it should 
be according to the designs of God's wisdom and the 
disposition of nature: an element of social order, 
a necessary presupposition to human initiative, an 
incentive to work to the advantages of life's purpose 
here and hereafter, and hence of the liberty and 
dignity of man, created in the likeness of God, Who 
from the beginning assigned him for his benefit 
domination over material things.37 

36 "[...J la tutrice del debole oppresso contro la 
tirannia dei potenti e ha patrocinato sempre le giuste riven-
dicazloni di tutti i ceti dei lavoratori contro ogni ini-
quita." (The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi. al compiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 25J7) 

37 "Ma la Chiesa mira piuttosto a far si che l'isti-
tuto della propriety privete sie tele quale deve essere 
secondo i disegni della sapienza divina e le disposizioni 
della natura: un elemento dell'ordine sociale, un necessario 
presupposto delle iniziative umane, un impulso al lavoro a 
ventaggio dei fini temporali e trascendenti della vita, e 
quindi della liberta e della dignita dell'uomo creato ad 
immagine di Dio, che fin dal principio gli assegn6 a sua 
utilita un dominio sulle cose materiali." (Ibid,) 
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Such was his vision for private property. It was to be the 

means of spreading power instead of concentrating it in the 

hands of a few. This diffusion of power through the diffu­

sion of ownership would enable all to live in dignity and 

freedom. 

In the address of 1941, the Pope stated that an 

abundance of wealth in the national economy, even although 

statistically impressive, was of no avail unless it con­

tributed to the personal development of all its citizens. 

He said: 

From this, beloved children, it will be easy for 
you to conclude that the economic riches of a people 
do not properly consist in the abundance of goods, 
measured according to a purely and solely material 
calculation of their worth, but in the fact that 
such an abundance represents and offers really and 
effectively the material basis sufficient for the 
proper personal development of lis members."^" 

In 1948, speaking to the International Institute for 

the Unification of Private Right, the Holy Father once again 

underlined the fundamental roie of private property as a 

guarantee for the dignity of the human person: 

38 "Dal che, diletti flgli, vi tornera agevole 
scorgere che la ricchezza economica di un popolo non consist© 
propriamente nell'abbondanza dei beni, misurata secondo un 
computo puro e pretto materiale del loro valore, bensi in 
cifc che tele ebbondanza rappresenti e porga realmente ed 
efficecemente le base materiale bastevole al debito svlluppo 
personale dei suoi membri," (The Fiftieth Anniversary of 
Rerum Novarum, La solennita. June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), 
p. 200.; CEmphasis added.) 
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The recognition of this right [private property.] 
harmonizes with the dignity of the human personality, 
with the recognition of inviolable rights and duties 
inseparably inherent in the free personality 
received from God.39 

Immediately following this statement, he admitted the pos­

sibility of attaining security under socialism or some other 

form of statism, but it would be at the expense of personal 

freedom: 

Only those who deny to men the dignity of free 
persons can admit the possibility of substituting 
for the right of private property (and consequently 
the very institution of private property) some .Q 
system of insurance and protection by public law. 

Again in his 1942 address to the Austrian Katholiken-

tag, when he affirmed that the worker had not the strict 

right to co-ownership and co-management in the enterprise, he 

declared private property to be intimately associated with 

the dignity of the human person and had its basis in the 

very nature of human personality. 

39 "La reconnaissance de ce droit tient ferme ou 
croule avec la reconnaissance des droits et des devoirs im-
perceptibles, ins6parablement inharents a la personnalite 
libre, qu'il a rec,ue de Dieu." (Fundamentals of Private Law, 
Soyez les bienvenus, May 20, 1948, in Discorsi e Radiomes-
saggi, Vol. 10, p. 92.) 

40 "Celui-Ia seulement qui refuse a I'homme cette 
dignite de personne libre peut admettre la possibility de 
substituer au droit a le propriete privee (et par consequent 
a la propriete privee elle-mSme) on ne sait quel systeme 
d'assurances ou garanties legales de droit public." (Ibid.) 

41 To Austrian Catholics, Mit Freuden Kommen, Sept. 
14, 1952, in AAS, 44 (1952), p. 79'27—~~ — — 
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In the Christmas address of 1952, Pius XII again 

stressed the link God established between the institution of 

private property and personal dignity. On the occasion of 

calling attention to the impersonal character of social life 

dominated by the gigantic enterprises of modern industry, he 

lamented that this impersonal system was in conflict with 

the plan of God because it threatened to undermine the insti­

tutions of private property, the family, and the state. He 

pointed out that these institutions were given to humanity by 

God for the purpose of ministering to human dignity by pro­

viding the occasion for personal and social development. In 

respect to this whole problem, he said: 

Unquestionably, modern industrial enterprise, 
too, has had its beneficial results; but the problem 
which presents itself today is this: "will a world 
in which the only economic form to find recognition 
is a vast productive system, be equally capable of 
exerting a happy influence upon social life in 
general and upon the three above-mentioned funda­
mental institutions in particular?" [the family, 
the state, and private property] 

We must answer that the impersonal character of 
such a world is in contrast with the wholly personal 
inclination of those institutions which the Creator 
has given to human society. In fact, marriage and 
the family, the state and private property tend of 
their very nature to form and to develop man as a 
person, to protect him end to render him capable of 
contributing, through his own voluntary collaboration 
and personal responsibility, to the likewise personal 
maintenance and the development of social life. The 
creative wisdom of God remains, therefore, alien to 
that system of impersonal unity which outrages the 
human person, the origin and very purpose of social 
life, and in its innermost essence the very image 
of God.4*1 

42 "Senza dubbio anche la moderns impresa industriale 
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The above texts indicate that it was, above all, to 

enhance the dignity of the human person that Pius XII invoked 

the principle of private property. This is not surprising 

for the reason that he saw grave threats to the dignity of 

man as a result of the contemporary tendency to reduce man 

to the status of an inanimate object in the organization of 

social and economic life. "In many of the most Important 

activities of life", he declared, "he has been reduced to a 

43 mere object of society." "In so many cases", he said, on 

another occasion, "he has been lowered to the level of a 

44 piece of raw material." As a consequence of this anomaly, 

Pius XII made frequent reference to the principle that man 

ha avuto benefici effetti; ma il problems, che oggi si pre-
senta, e questo: Sara egualmente valido ad eaercitare un 
felice influsso sulla vita sociale in genere, e su quelle tre 
istituzionl fondamentali in specie, un mondo che non riconos-
ca se non la forma economica di un enorme organismo produt-
tivo? Dobbiamo rispondere che il carattere impersonale di un 
tale mondo contrasta con la tendenza del tutto personale di 
quelle istituzioni, che il Creatore ha date alia umane socie-
ta, Infatti il matrimonio e la famiglia, lo Gtato, la pro­
prieta privata, tendono per nature loro a formare e a svilup-
pare l*u«.mo come persona, a proteggerlo e a renderlc capace 
di contribuire, con la sua volontaria collaborazione e per­
sonale responsabilita, al raantenimento e alio svlluppo, al-
tresl personale, della vita sociale. La sapiensa creatrice 
di Dio resta dunque estranea a quel aistema di units imperso­
nale, che attenta alia persona umana, fonte e scopo della 
vita sociale, immagine di Dio.nel suo piu intimo essere." 
(Christmas Message, Levate capita vestra, Dec. 24, 1952, in 
AAS, 45 (1953), p. 377] ~ 

43 "In molte delle piu importante attivita della vita 
e stato ridotto a puro oggetto della societa" (Ibid., p. 38.) 

44 ^^bassato in tanti casi al grado ai un articolo di 
sfruttamento" (Christian Principles of International Trade, 
II desidero, March 1, 1948, in Discorsi e Radiomessagi,I0,pl3. 
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is not an object but a subject by right and that this calls 

for the practical recognition of the majesty of the human 

person in social and economic life as well as before the law. 

Indicative is this statement from his Christmas message, 

1950: 

[Men should be] considered and treated not as 
chattels but as persons with human dignity especially 
in matters regarding the state and the national 
economy.*'' 

The foregoing texts from the papal documents bear witness 

to the importance of freedom and dignity on the basic argu­

ment for private property. To summarize and further comment 

on the import of the above cited texts: to be observed, 

first of all, is the firmness with which Pius XII insists 

on the right of every man to the use of material goods to 

provide for his physical needs, and to procure the materiel 

besis for his spiritual and cultural needs. To provide 

for his spiritual and cultural needs, and thus to develop 

his distinctive adornments of intellect and will, he should 

have the opportunity to plan and to choose in the very act 

of implementing his right to the use of the material. 

This means that he should have the choice to 

45 "[...] considerati e trettati non come oggetti, 
me come soggetti della vita sociale, sopratutto nello Stato 
e nella economia nazionale." (Christines Message, Un anno, 
Dec. 23, 1950, in AAS, 43 (1951), p. 55. 
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master himself by mastering things and so to be his own 

providence as God meant him to be. For a reason, therefore, 

that is profoundly metaphysical, the natural order demands 

that all men exercise their right to use material things in 

a manner that enhances personality and guarantees man's 

mastership over things, under the supreme mastery cf God. 

The social doctrine of Pius XII, certainly implies that the 

very nature of man demands not a mere temporary use of 

material thingB, tut a use that is permanent and exclusive, 

involving man as man, with his ability to relate means to 

end, to plan, to make choices and to provide for the future 

with a degree of independence. Such a use is possible only 

through private appropriation. Thus, the dignity of the 

human person normally requires private property. Hence Pius 

XII's strong defence of private property as an indispensable 

means for the fulfillment of man in his essential nature and 

as a guarantee for his freedom to develop himself. 

The Holy Father's argument, furthermore, implies 

that the dignity of man is inconceivable without the freedom 

necessary to master his own economic destiny. If a man must 

depend upon others to provide him with the necessities of 

life, how can he truly be free? Pius XII did not hesitate 

to point out that private property provides the basis not 

only for economic freedom, but for political, spiritual and 

cultural freedom as well. To be sure, the implication is 
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that, if a man must depend upon the state or others for the 

things necessary for life, he is practically at their mercy 

in all departments of life. He is moat liable to submit to 

a subhuman dependence upon others. 

Another important point worthy of notice in Pius 

XII's argument for property as the basis of freedom is the 

fact that he saw the personal possession of material goods 

as the instrumental means to free man from matter itself, to 

make him independent of matter, and to give him command over 

it. Ever aware of the effects of an exaggerated acquisitive 

instinct, in respect to private ownership, he rejected the 

utilitarian philosophy that made an end out of an instrument 

by exalting property rights above personal rights, thus 

reducing the owner to the indignity of a slave to the 

material. In his Christmas message of 1943 to a world at 

war, Pius XII pointed to the poverty of Jesus as an example 

of the command man should exercise over material things in 

the sense that they are to serve and not to dominate his 

moral, cultural and religious needs: 

But that poverty of the Lord and Creator of the 
world [...] signifies and portrays the command and 
the dominance he had over material things. And thus 
it shows with striking efficacy the natural and 
essential subjection of material goods to the life 
of the spirit and to a higher cultural, moral :.nd 
religious perfection which is necessary for man 
endowed with reason.4" 

46 "Ma quella poverta del Signore e Creatore del 
mondo [...] signifies e manifests quelle padronanza e 
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In the saxe message he repudiated those who would make of 

their wealth an end in place of a means to serve the higher 

aspirations of the soul: 

Those who looked for the salvation of society 
from the machinery of the world economic market have 
remained thus disillusioned because they had become 
not the lords and masters, but the slaves of material 
wealth, which they served without reference to the 
higher end of man, making it an end in itself.4' 

3» The Family Argument. 

If the dignity of the human person demands possession 

and control of material goods, so much more is this the case 

when the person becomes the head of the family, when his 

needs — physical, spiritual, and cultural «— are no longer 

private to himself. The needs of his wife and children 

become his needs, and he has the responsibility for procuring 

them in dignity and freedom. Thus private property, as 

essential in ministering to human dignity, assumes greater 

superiorita Egli avesae eulle cose il naturale ed essenziale 
ordinamento dei beni terreni alia vita dello spirito e ad 
una piu alta perfezione culturale, morale e religiosa, 
necessaria all'uomo ragionevole." (Christmas Message. Ancora 
una quinta, Dec. 24, 1943, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 14.) 

47 "Coloro, aspettavano la salute della societa dal 
meccanismo del mercato economico mondiale, sono rimasti cosi 
delusi, perche erano divenutl non e signori e i padroni, ma 
gli schiavi delle ricchezze materiali, alle quali avevano 
servito, svincolandole dal fine superiore dell'uomo e facen-
dole fine a se stesso." (Ibid.) 
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urgency for the father of a family. It was along these 

lines that Pius XII pleaded the case for family property, 

tnus reinforcing his justification for private ownership. 

He considered it to be another facet of the argument based 

on personal dignity and freedom. 

The texts previously cited to justify private prop­

erty explicitly mention the benefits accruing to the head of 

the family in the way of safeguarding his freedom and per­

sonal responsibility in that capacity. In the 1944 address, 

when he defended private property as the necessary condition 

for the flourishing of the freedoms, he explicitly mentioned 

these benefits not only for the individual himself but also 

for the members of his family: 

Private property is in a special manner the 
natural fruit of labor, the product of an intense 
activity on the part of a man who acquires it 
through his energetic will to ensure and improve, 
by his own forces, his own living condition and 
those of his family, to create for himself and 
those dear~to"nTma field in which they may rightly 
enjoy, not only economic freedom, but political, 
cultural, and religious freedom as well.48 

In his appeal to the state to promote a fairer distribution 

of wealth, it was the liberation of the worker, as the 

father of a family, that he specifically mentioned: 

48 The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al compiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 252. See Italian text 
above page 63, footnote 34. Emphasis added. 
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Positive legislation regulating private owner­
ship may change and more or less restrict its use. 
But if legislation is to play its part in the 
pacification of the community it must prevent the 
worker, who is or will be the father of a family, 
from being condemned to an economic dependence and 
slavery which is irreconcilable with his right as 
a person. Whether this slavery arises from the 
exploitation of private capital or from the power 
of the State the result is the same.49 

Both the right of the individual and of the family to private 

property are linked in the dignity of the human person, so 

he stated in the well known address to the Austrian 

Katholikentag in 1956: 

The rignt of the individual and the family to 
private property stems immediately from the nature 
of human personality and is connected with the 
dignity of the human person.50 

In 1943 he challenged the Italian worker subjected 

to communistic propaganda "not to abolish private property, 

the foundation of family stability" but rather to defend it 

51 and promote its aiffusion. That every man has the right 

to found a family was the solemn declaration proclaimed by 

Pius XII in his Christmas message of 1942: 

49 Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, Dec. 24, 
1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 171 See Italian text above 
page 58, note 27. 

50 "Das Recht des Einzelnen und der Familie auf 
Eigentum ist ein unmittelbarer Ausfluss des Personseins, ein 
Recht der personiichen Wtirde, [...]" (To Austrien Catholics, 
Mit Freucten Kommen, Sept. 14, 1952, in AAS, 44 (1952), p.792.) 

51 "[...] non abolire la proprieta private, fonde-
mento della stabilita della famiglia [...]" (The Church and 
Labour. La vostre gredita, June 13, 1943,in AAS, 35. p. 175.) 
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He would have the star of peace shine out and 
stand over society [...] should uphold respect for, 
and the practical realization of the following per­
sonal rights: £...] the right to marry and to 
achieve the aim of married lifei "the right to 
conjugal and domestic society.^2 

From this, he went or. to point out that, in order to assure 

the Indissolubility of marriage, the family must have access 

to the material things conducive to the fulfillment of its 

mission to educate children and "to preserve, fortify, and 

reconstitute according to its powers, its proper economic, 
K3 

spiritual and moral unity." The Holy Father, thus, makes 

it clear that the family must have at its disposal the 

necessary means to assure its stability, cohesion, unity and 

independence. This implies possession and control over the 

resources necessary to provide for the needs of the family. 

It implies that a situation of complete dependence upon 

outside sources for the attainment of such needs would not 

be in keeping with the freedom and dignity of the family. 

What must be thought of the dependence of the family 

upon the state in respect to the provision of its economic 

52 "Che vuole che la stella della pace spunti e si 
fermi sulla sccieta [...] sostenta il rispetto e la pratice 
attuezione dei seguenti fondamen;ali diritti delia persona 
[...J il diritto, in massima, al matrimcnio e al consegui-
mento del suo scopo, il diritto alia societa coniugale e 
domestica." (Christmas Message, Con sempre nuova, Dec, 24, 
1942, in AAS, 35 (1943), p. 19.) 

53 "Conservi, fortifichi o ricostituisca, aecondo le 
sue forze la propria unite economics, apirituale, morale e 
giuridica." (Ibid., p. 20.) 
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needs? That the family is a society in itself, prior to the 

state and independent of it, was the unequivocal teaching of 

Pius XII. "Man and his family," he declared, in his first 

major encyclical, "are by nature anterior to the state, and 

the Creator has given to both of them powers and rights and 

has assigned them a mission and a charge that corresponds to 

54 natural requirements." These postulates of family dignity 

would, therefore, demand that man himself be the responsible 

agent in implementing the duties he has towards his children. 

This does not mean that the state has no obligation in con­

tributing to the socio-economic conditions that would enable 

the family breadwinner to perform his duties in a manner 

that would make him the true father of the family. On the 

contrary, Piua XII pointed out that the stste had this 

obligation. In an address to the women delegates of the 

Christian Societies of Italy he declared that the state had 

"precisely the office of securing for the families of every 

social class those conditions whioh are necessary for them 

to evolve as economic, juridical, and moral units."''-, This 

54 "Itemque ut oblivion! detur homines eorumque fami-
lias suapte natura civitatem anteoedens, ac divinum Creatoraa 
peculierie utrisque dedisse jure fscultatesque, iisdemque 
destinasse munus, quod naturalibus ac certis necessitatibus 
respondeat." (Encyclical Letter Summi Pontificatus, Oct. 20, 
1939, in AAS, 31 (1939), p. 434.) 

55 "Lo Stato e la politica hanno infatti propriamente 
l'ufficio di aesicurare alle famiglie di ogni ceto le condi-
zioni necessarie, affinche possono esistere e svilupparsi 
come unite economiche, giuridiche, e morali." (Woman's Duties 
in Social and Political Life.Questa grande. AAS,37, p. 294.) 
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text makes it clear that it is the duty of the state not to 

substitute for the father of a family but to aid him in the 

performance of his personal duties. 

In the Christmas message of 1952, Pius XII was pro­

foundly disturbed with the destitute conditions surrounding 

families throughout the world. He saw a vast number of 

families living in destitution, without sufficient food, 

work or shelter. 

But the most desolate picture is seen when it 
is a question of families who have simply nothing. 
These are the families in utter wretchedness: the 
father is without work, the mother watches her 
children waste away, absolutely impotent to help 
them. They find themselves each day without bread; 
they continually lack the means whereby to clothe 
themselves, an! WOP to the whole family when sick­
ness settles upon that cave, now become a human 
habitation.56 

He went on to describe the consequences of thi3 dreadful 

state of poverty: violence, crime and moral depravity. 

The above conditions describing the wretchedness of 

dispossessed families were a far cry from the very special 

link between private property and the existence and develop­

ment of the family, which subject constituted a major portion 

56 "Ma lo spettacolo piu desolente si presents alio 
sguardo, quando si tratta di famiglie, alle quali mance tut­
to. Farciglie in "miseria nera": i! babbo non lavora; le mem-
ma vade languire i suoi bambini nell'assoluta impossibilita 
di soccorrerli; ogni giorno manca il pane, ogni giorno mance 
di che ricoprirsi, e guai a tutti quando la malattia viene 
ad annidarsi in quella caverna trasformata in abitazione 
umana." (Christmas Message, Levate capita vestra, Dec. 24, 
1952, in AAS, 45 (1953), p. 4TT) " — "~— 
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of Pius XII's Pentecost address of 1941. Herein he stated 

that nature itself demands that the father of a family have 

access to private property without which he would lack the 

freedom to fulfill all his duties towards the members of the 

family. To this end, he warned the state not to go counter 

to the natural order and destroy private property by an 

exaggerated direct interference or by excessive taxation. 

But, on the contrary, he called upon the state to promote 

and to perfect the institution of private property in its 

superior role of ministering to the true welfare of the 

family. This is his complete statement in connection with 

family property: 

According to the teaching of Rerum Novarum, 
nature itself has closely joined private property 
with the existence of human society and its true 
civilization, and in a very special manner with the 
existence and development of the family, Such a 
link appears more than obvious. Should not private 
property secure for the father of e family, the 
healthy liberty he needs in order to fulfill the 
duties assigned to him by the Creator regarding the 
physical, spiritual and religious welfare of the 
family? In the family the nation finds the natural 
and fecund tools of its greatness and power. If 
private property has to conduce to the good of the 
family, all public standards, and especially those 
of the State which regulate its possession, must 
not only make possible and preserve such a function 
— a function in the natural order under certain 
aspects superior to all others — but must also 
perfect it ever more. A so-called civil progress 
would, in fact, be unnaturel, which — either through 
the excessive burdens imposed, or through exaggerated 
direct interference — were to render private property 
void of significance, practicelly taking from the 
family and its head the freedom to follow the scope 
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set by God for the perfection of family life. 

The above texts, especially the immediately preceding 

one of Pentecost 1941» provide ample evidence that private 

property, as a postulate for the freedom and dignity of the 

family, assumes an important place in the social doctrine of 

Pius XII. It adds to the force of his basic argument, 

founded on the dignity of the person. 

4. The Labour Argument. 

With Pius XII, the dignity of labour was a familiar 

theme. Moreover, he Indicated that this dignity required for 

its completion the possession of private property. It shall 

57 "Secondo la dottrina della Rerum novarum, la 
natura stessa ha intimamente congiunto la proprieta privata 
con l'esistenza dell'umana societa e con la sua vera civilta, 
e in grado eminente con l'esistenza e con lo sviluppo della 
famiglia.. Un tal vincolo appare piu che apertamente, Non 
deve forse la proprieta privata assicurare al padre di fami-
glia la sana liberta, di cui ha bisogno, per poter adempiere 
i doveri assegnatigli dal Creatore, concernenti il benessere 
fisico, spirituale e religioso della famiglia. 

Nella famiglia la Nazione trova la radice naturale 
e feconda della sua grandezza e potenza. Se la proprieta 
privata ha da condurre al bene della famiglia, tutte le 
norme pubbliche, anzi tutte quelle dello Stato che ne rego-
leno il possesso, devono non solo rendere possibile e con-
servare tale funzione — funzione nell'ordine naturale sotto 
certi rapporti superiore a ogni altra — , ma ancora perfezio-
nerle sempre piu. Ssrebbe infetti innaturale un venteto 
progresso civile il qusle —- o per la sovrabbondanza di 
carichi o per soverchie ingerenze immediate — rendesse 
vuota di senso le propriete privete, togliendo praticamente 
alle femiglie e el suo capo la liberta di perseguire lo 
scopo da Dio assegnato al perfezionamento della vita faml-
liare." (The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum, La solen­
nita, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), p. 202.) """"""" "" 
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be our purpose to verify from his documents both of these 

assertions. 

As to the first, the dignity of work in itself, the 

Holy Father, in the Pentecost address of 1941, made a signi­

ficant reference to the twofold character of work: 

Rerum novarum teaches that there are two essen-
tial characteristics of labour: it is personal and 
it is necessary. It is personal because it is 
achieved through the exercise of man's particular 
forces.-3 

He goes on to elaborate somewhat on this point, stating that 

work is a personal duty given to man by nature and not by 

the state, that it is the necessary means for a man and his 

family to live decently, and that it is the duty of the 

state to safeguard the personal values of work whenever they 

59 

are endangered. The Pope, therefore, ascribes to the con­

cept of work all the dignity of a human act because it 

involves man in the particular forces of s men — his intel­

ligence, initiative and energy. It is a true expression of 

the human person. To reduce work to the indignity of a piece 

of merchandise would be in direct opposition to this concept. 

58 "La Rerum novarum insegna che due sono le pro­
priete del lavoro umano: esso e personale ed e necessario. 
E personale, perche si compie con 1'esercizio delle partico-
lari forze dell'uomo; [...J" (The Fiftieth Anniversary of 
Rerum Novarum, La solennita, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), 
p. 201.; 

59 Ibid. 
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To maintain that the dignity of work is derived from its 

productivity in the service of the state is likewise con­

trary to this concept. 

In the Easter homily of 1939» the Holy Father made 

explicit reference to the dignity of work. Confronting a 

world-wide unemployment problem, he pleaded for measures to 

stimulate employment not only because work is necessary for 

a decent livelihood but it is also "the means through which 

all those manifold powers and faculties with which nature, 

training and art have endowed the dignity of the human per­

son, find their necessary expression and this with a certain 

natural comeliness." "It lies in the very nature of 

labour [...] to draw men together in a genuine and intimate 

union," the Pope wrote in a letter to the Semaines Sociales 
61 

of France in 1946. It was thus that Pius XII added to the 

dignity of work by ascribing to it a social and a high moral 

value. Speaking of labour to a congress of Italian farmers 

60 "Quomodo habeatur, dicimus, si tot hominibus ad 
centena millia bene multa, iaboris opera desit, ex qua non 
modo singuli cives honesti vivere queant, sed multiplices 
etiam eorum vires facultate3que, quibus natura, studium et 
ars humanae personae dignitatem honestaverint, necessitate 
quadem ingenuoque decore exerceri possint?" (Easter Message 
of Peace, Quoniaro Paschalia, April 9. 1939, in AAS 31 (1939). 
p. 147.) 

61 "[...] le travail est capable, en raison de sa 
nature meme, d'unir lea hommes veritablement et intimement" 
(Letter to Semaines Sociales. July 19, 1947, in AAS 39 
(1947), p. T4TT) 
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he made this statement: "thus men are brought together to 

work for the needs of the people and perfect themselves by 

their united efforts to the honor of the Creator and the 

62 
Redeemer." In the Christmas message of 1943 he said that 

the worker unites himself with God, serves Kim, and hence 

his labour assumes a moral value that is eternal: "work is 

a service of God, a gift of God, the vigor and fullness of 

human life, the gage of eternal rest." 

The above texts, with the accent on the social and 

moral values of work, imply that the division of labour is 

meant to effectively provide for the needs of all. Each 

worker contributes to the prosperity of all and therefore 

labour assumes a social import; it becomes a unifying factor, 

serving man and drawing him closer to God. 

A magnificent passage in the Christmas address of 

1945 reduces to a compact summary the chief factor accounting 

for the dignity of labour: 

62 "Esse unisce gli uomini in un servizio commune 
per i bisogni del popolo, in un medesimo sforzo per il pro-
prio perfezionamento a onore del loro Creatore e Redentore." 
(The Life of the Farmer, Con particolare, Nov. 15, 1946, in 
AAS, 38 (1946), p. 436.) 

63 "II lavoro e servizio di Dio, dono di Dio, vigore 
e pienezza della vite umena, merito di riposo eterno." 
(Christmes Message, Ancora una quinte, Dec. 24, 1943» in 
AAS, 36 (1944), p. lb"7) 
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Human labour is also a profound moral force, and 
the human race of workers a society which not only 
produces objects but also glorifies God. Man can 
consider his work aa a true instrument of his sancti-
fication because by working, he makes perfect in 
himself the image of God, fulfills his duty and the 
right to gain for himself and his dependents the 
necessary sustenance, and makes himself a useful 
unit of society.64 

This and the preceding passages bear ample testimony as to 

the high esteem Pius XII attributes to the concept of work. 

To what extent does this dignity call for the personal pos­

session of material goods? At least two texts from the 

documents of Pius XII point to the connection between the 

two. 

In the Christmas message of 1942, the Pontiff once 

again extolled the dignity of work and established the link 

between it and private property, giving to the latter a 

foremost place in ministering to this dignity: 

As an indispensable means, towards gaining over 
the world that mastery which God wishes for His 
glory, all work has an inherent dignity and at the 
same time a close connection with the perfection of 
the person [...] the Church does not hesitate to 
draw the practicel conclusions which ere derived from 

64 "Cos! consolidate, anche il lavoro umeno e un elto 
velore morele, e la umanita lavoratrice una societe, che non 
eoltanto produce oggetti, ma glorifica Dio. L'uomo pub 
considerare il suo lavoro come un vero strumento della pro­
pria sentificazione perche lavorando perfeziona in se l'im-
megine di Dio, edempie il dovere e il diritto di procurare 
a se e ei suoi il necessario sostentamento e si rende ele-
mento utile alia societa." (Christmas Message, Col cuore 
aperto, Dec. 24, 1955, in AAS, 48 (1956), p. 36^377] 
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the moral nobility of work [...J these exigencies 
include besides a just wage, which covers the needs 
of the worker and his family, the conservation and 
perfection of a social order which will make pos­
sible an assured, even if modest, privete property 
for all classes of citizens.°5 

To restore and to enhance the dignity of the worker, 

by the widest possible application of the principle of pri­

vate property, was a theme of Pius XIIss address of 1944 on 

the subject of world reconstruction. This was his basic 

approach to solving the problem posed by the vast multitude 

of propertyless workers, exposed, on the one hand, to a 

theory that would destroy private property and, on the other, 

to a practice that would reduce it to the privilege of a 

few, ' To justify this position in terms that would appeel to 

the worker, he declered thet privete property was the natural 

fruit of a man's personal activities in the process of his 

work: 

65 "Come mezzo indispensabile al dominio del mondo, 
voluto da Dio per la sua gloria ogni lavoro possiede una 
dignita inalienebile, e in pari tempo un intimo legame col 
perfezionamento della persona [...] la Chiesa non esita a 
dedurre le conseguenze pratiche, deriventi delle nobilite 
morele del lavoro, [...] queste esigenze comprendono, oltre 
ad un salerio giusto, sufficente alia necessita dell'operaio 
e della famiglie, le conservezione ed il perfezionamento di 
un ordlne sociale, che renda posaibile una sicura, se pur 
modesta, proprieta private e tutti i ceti dei popolo." 
(Christmes Messege, Con sempre nuove, Dec. 24, 1942, in AAS, 
35 (1943), p. 20.) 

66 The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, al compiersi. 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 252-255. 

67 Ibid., p. 253. 
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Private property is in a special manner the 
natural fruit of labour, the product of an intense 
activity on the part of the man who acquires it 
through his energetic will to ensure and improve, 
by his own forces, his own living conditions and 
those of his family, to create for himself and those 
dear to him a field in which they may rightly enjoy, 
not only economic freedom, but political, cultural, 
and religious freedom as well.68 

Later on in the same address he stated that the prospect of 

some personal property for the worker is the natural incen­

tive to guarantee the fruitfulness of his work and to enhance 

its dignity: 

[The institution of private property is] a neces­
sary presupposition to human initietive, an incentive 
to work to the advanteges of life's purpose here and 
hereafter [...J Take away from the worker the hope 
of acquiring some goods as personal property and 
what other naturel incentive cen you offer him to 
make him work hard, to save and to live soberly 
when not a few men and peoples today have lost all 
and have nothing left but their capacity to work.°9 

68 "[...J proprieta privata e in particolar modo il 
frutto naturale del lavoro, il prodotto di una intense atti-
vita dell'uomo, che l'acquiate grazie alle sua energica 
volonta di assicurare e sviluppere con le sue forze l'esis-
tenze propria e quella della sua famiglia, di ereare e se e 
ai suoi un campo di giusta liberta, non solo economica, ma 
anche politica, culturele e religiose," (The Fifth Yeer of 
the Wer, Oggi, el compiersi, Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 
(1944), p. 252.) 

69 "C...3 un necessario preaupposto delle iniziative 
umane, un impulso al lavoro a vantaggio dei fini temporali e 
trascendenti della vita, [.••]. 

Togliete al lavoratore la speranza di acquiatere 
qualche bene in propriete personele; quale altro stimolo 
nsturele potreste vol offirgli per inciterlo e un lavoro 
intenso, al risparmio, ella eobrieta, mentre oggi non pochi 
uomini e popoli, avendo tutto perduto, nulla piu hanno ae 
non la loro capecita di lavoro?" (Ibid., p. 253.) 
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The above texts serve to demonstrate that the con­

servation of private property as the fundamental institution 

of the economic order and the diffusion of property holdings 

among the workers was for Pius XII the naturel means to 

assure the fruitfulness of work and to complete its dignity. 

He thus gave to the peraonel-dignity-ergument e new dimension 

end en edditionel importance. He saw work as the primary 

instrument by which man exercises his God-given mastery over 

things, thus perfecting in himself the Divine image. It was 

the mean8 by which a man could transcend himself and matter 

by uniting with others in making God's world more adepteble 

to the needs of all mankind. He thus attributed to work 

that social value which the fulfillment of personality de­

mands; moreover, a man's work in its social import, enabled 

him to participete in God's communicative love. His exalted 

evaluetion of work implies thst the totel environment sur­

rounding the worker must be conducive to reelizing the noble 

vocetion of lebour. Whatever makes the high values of work 

more discernible muet be conserved and promoted. Hence it 

was that he saw in private property the natural means to 

implement the concept of work in its personal, social and 

moral values. 

The close bond which Pius XII saw between property 

and work points to the importance and the esteem he gave to 

work as a title for ownership. In the context of the 
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economic conditions thet confronted him, it was of great 

importance end dignity end, therefore, commended his undi­

vided ettention. This is not to sey thet ell labour consti­

tutes a title to ownership or that he denied or downgraded 

the primordial title of occupation and the derived titles of 

contract, inheritance and prescription. As such, he did not 

discuss the titles to ownership. He simply ratified the 

70 doctrine of his predecessors. 

70 In the sddress of Sept. 1, 1944 (AAS, 36, p. 252), 
Pius XII prefsced his statement on labour, as a title to 
ownership, by affirming that the Church has always recognized 
"the naturel right to property end of the hereditary trans­
mission of one's own goods" (Encyclical Quadragesimo Anno): 
"Se e vero che la Chiesa ha sempre reconosciuto il diritto 
naturele di propriete e di trasmissione ereditaria di propri 
beni." It is to be noted that he does not make the error of 
stating that labour alone is the basis of ownership. This 
was the argument of Henry George which created a major con­
troversy in the latter nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
In Progress and Poverty (New York, The Modern Library, [n.d.J 
p. 335-336), George denies the right of private ownership in 
land, and contends that epert from men's right to himself 
and the fruit of his own labour, there can be no rightful 
title to property. For an account of this controversy in­
volving Leo XIII, Henry George and John A. Ryan, the cele­
brated American pioneer in Catholic social doctrine, see 
Frank GRACE, The Concept of Property in Modern Christian 
Thought, University of Illinois Press, 1953 (Illinois Studiee 
in the Social Sciences, Vol. 34, NOB. 1-2). 

In Quadragesimo Anno, May 15, 1931 (AAS, 23, p. 194-
195), Pius XI ststed the doctrine of the Church respecting 
the titles of ecquiring ownership, when he refuted two fslse 
theories of would-be reformers: (1) occupancy must be accom-
panied by labour to constitute a just title to property; 
(2) labour is the only just title to property, to the exclu­
sion of capitel. As to the first error Pius XI simply steted 
thet both occupency end lebour ere the originel titles to 
ownership: 

"Thst ownership is originelly ecquired both by occu­
pancy of a thing not owned by anyone and by labor, or es is 
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To sum up Pius XII's justification for private 

property: (1) The right of private property is derived from 

the natural law, because it is rooted in the first and fun-

dementel right to the use of material goods which nature 

grants to all men for the fulfillment of their dignity as 

persons. (2) Private property is the natural and indispens­

able means to realize the first right in keeping with the 

demands of human dignity and is therefore intrinsically 

linked with the right of all men to the world's goods. 

(3) Private property, as a natural institution, is not 

necessarily identified with the forms in which this institu­

tion has found expression; nor is it necessarily identified 

with existing property rights. (4) The fundamental and 

paremount argument for private property is the dignity of 

the human person, which dignity demands personal and exclus­

ive possession as the materiel base to assure the freedom 

necessary for the development of the whole man. (5) The 

dignity of man, the father of a family and man the worker 

said by specificetion, the tredition of all ages as well as 
the teaching of our Predecessor, Leo, clearly testify." 
(English version in H. KOENIG (ed.), Principles for Peace, 
Milwaukee, Bruce, 1943, No. 969, p. AUT) 

As to the second error, Pius XI refuted the false 
idea that labour always end under all circumstances consti­
tutes a title to ownership: first, it must be exercised by a 
man "in his own name", secondly, it must add a new form of 
being or value to the object: "Only that labour which a man 
performs in his own name and by virtue of which a new form 
or increase has been given to a thing grants him title to 
these fruits." (Ibid.) 
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adds to the strength of the basic argument; the ability of 

the family to live in dignity and freedom demands the per­

sonal possession of property; the prospect of acquiring 

property of one's own is a necessary condition for the fruit­

fulness and efficiency of human labor; the nobility of work 

requires for its completion a social order which will assure, 

in some measure, property for all classes of citizens. 

B. The Individual and Social Aspect 

of Private Property. 

Pius XII's basic argument for private property as a 

prerequisite for human dignity definitely gives to it a per­

sonal end. A closer observation of the Pope's documents 

reveals the essential social function and the manner in which 

it combines with the personal to constitute the concept of 

private property in its deepest meaning. In the Pentecost 

address of 1941 he defined this essential social function, 

when he emphasized that private property must not serve to 

frustrate the universal destination of material goods; but, 

on the contrary, its essential role is to see to it that the 

goods of all serve all: 

Every man, as a living being gifted with reason, 
has in fact from nature, the fundamental right to 
make use of the material goods of the earth, while 
it is left to the will of man and to the juridical 
statutes of nations to regulate in greater detail 
the actuation of this right. This individual right 
cannot in any way be suppressed, even by other 
clear end undisputed rights over material goods. 
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Undoubtedly,the natural order deriving from Ood 
demands also private property and the free reci­
procal commerce of goods by interchange ana gift, 
as well as the functioning of the State over both 
these institutions. 

But all tnis remains subordinate to the natural 
scope of material goods and cannot emancipate itself 
from the first and fundamental right which concedes 
their use to all men; but it should rather serve to 
make possible the actuation of this right in con­
formity with its scope.71 

With this statement, Pius XII proclaims the preemin­

ence of the universal right of all as compared with the per­

sonal right of each in the use of the world's material goods. 

There is no conflict between the two. On the contrary, he 

clearly indicates that a system of personal possession is 

designed by nature to make the goods of earth more readily 

available to all. This relationship, embedded as it is in 

the very nature of private ownership, is the essence of 

Pius XII's concept of property in its essential social 

71 "Ogni uomo, quale vivente dotato di ragione, ha 
infatti dalla natura il diritto fondamentale di usare dei 
beni materiali della terra, pur essendo lasciato alia volon­
ta umana e alle forme giuridiche dei popoli di regolarne piu 
particolarmente la pratica attuazione. Tale diritto indivi-
duele non pub essere in nessun modo soppresso, neppure da 
altri diritti certi e pacifici sui beni materiali. Senza 
dubbio l'ordine naturale, derivante da Dio, richiede anche 
la proprieta privata e 11 libero reciproco commercio dei beni 
con scambi e donazioni, come pure la funzione regolatrice del 
potere pubblico su entrambi quest! istituti. Tutto ci6 non­
dimeno rimane subordinate alio scopo naturale dei beni mate­
riel!, e non potrebbe rendersi indipendente dal diritto pri­
mo e fondamentale, che a tutti ne concede l'uso; ma piuttosto 
deve servire a fame posaibile I'attuazione in conformita 
con il suo scopo." (The Fiftieth Anniversary of Rerum Novarum 
La solennita, June 1, 1941, in AAS, 33 (1941), p. 195.) 
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function. This social function is not therefore a mere con­

dition pertaining to the use of goods. It belongs to the 

very essence of private ownership to make secure the right 

of all to the world's material goods. The social function 

is prior to all concrete limitations on private property 

which may be imposed by the civil law. 

Another observation to be made in regard to the 

wording of thi3 text is that the Holy Father is referring 

to the social role of private property in its institutional 

framework. Certainly, the social function of property 

becomes a reality for the individual when he disposes of his 

property — especially that which is superfluous — in 

keeping with the social obligations arising from that which 

he owns. This is an important phase of the social aspect 

with Pius XII, as will be presently shown; but it is not the 

prime consideration in the above cited text where the em­

phasis is on the subordinate role of private property as a 

social institution, ministering to the common good of all. 

This principle affects not only the individual property 

holder in the distribution of his surplus goods, but the 

whole regime of property, and therefore, has an important 

bearing on all the factors involved in the distribution of 

materiel goods. 

A further festure of the foregoing passage from 

Pentecost 1941, is the manner in which it articulates the 
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necessity of keeping unified the personal and social aspect 

in the concept of private property. In the 1944 address on 

world reconstruction, the Holy Father made this point still 

more explicit when he called for a linking together of both 

functions in the manner of an indissoluble union — a syn­

thesis designed to realize in the moat effective way, the 

universal destination of materiel goods in keeping with 

72 personal dignity. In the context of an appeal for private 

property as a social institution best calculated to secure 

the economic well-being of all, he had this to say: 

The social and economic policy of the future, 
the controlling powers of the State, of local bodies, 
of professional institutions cannot permanently 
secure their end, which is the genuine productivity 
of social life and the normal returns on the national 
economy except by respecting and safeguarding the 
vital function of private property in its personal 
and social valuesT7~3 

In this statement, the Pope joins together both the social 

and personal so as to constitute one single function of 

private ownership. He indicates that the civil authorities, 

72 The Fifth Year of the War, Oggi, el compiersi, 
Sept. 1, 1944, in AAS, 36 (1944), p. 253-254. 

73 "Le politics sociale ed economica dell'avvenire, 
1'attivita ordinatrice dellcvStato, dei Comuni, degl'istitu-
ti professionali, non potranno conseguire durevolmente il 
loro alto fine, che e la vera fecondita della vita sociale 
e il normale rendimento della economia nazionale, se non 
rispettando e tutelando la funzione vitale della proprieta 
private nel suo valore personale e sociale." (Ibid,, p. 254.) 
Emphasis added. 


