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Neither Capitalism Nor Socialism: In Search of Utopia
1. The Great Ideologies since the XIX Century


Using the concept of ideology in social sciences comes to a large extent from marxist influence. Marx, indeed paid special attention to the notion of ideology as part of his theory of alienation, and in his book German Ideology he refers to "morals, religion, metaphysics and the rest of ideology" as "false conscience", which allows the ruling classes to defend their interests (Marx, 1970) but outlining more its practical side "modern sociologists normally use this term to designate an explicitly and generally structured system of ideas and judgments that serves to describe, explain, interpret and justify the situation of a group or collectivity, and that inspired fully in certain values, proposes a precise direction for the historical action of this group or collectivity" (Rocher, 128). So that we can say that the ideological formation of reality: 1. Always fulfills the conditions of being a systematic and organized formulation with a coherent thinking; 2. It makes a more or less explicit reference to the values in which it is inspired, and 3. It always has a guiding or driving function for action. In this way ideologies have been reduced to elements of culture -with all the importance that one wishes to give them- that try to make the collectivity build up representations of itself and reality. This perception is slanted depending on the general interests of the groups that support it.


The great social upheaval of the end of the XVIII century ‑be it called The English Industrial Revolution or The French Revolution- gives rise to the progressive appearance of great ideological schemes that attempt a redirecting interpretation of the evident social change. There are three big ideologies: the conservative one with nostalgia for the old traditions desires to return to the past; the radical one, desirous for change and stressing equality, and the liberal one, which championing freedom identifies with the autonomy of society.


And so it can be said that the most widespread, present day ideological schemes are the heirs of the three big ideologies indicated. Modern conservatism, reactionaries, economic liberalism, social and political liberalism, the wide current of socialist thought (communist, anarchist, socialist or socialdemocrat), and one even has to understand nationalist or ecological preoccupations in this wide tripartite scheme.


However it is easy to see that the reality and extension of the change have left conservative ideas without a significant human base in which to support themselves. On the contrary, however, the rationalist and progressive environment to which liberalism and radicalism can certainly be easily ascribed, make for a polarization between these two ideologies, however much these two have obvious theoretical limitations. An analysis of which it is necessary to make.


With all that, the present ideological confrontation between liberalism and radicalism, especially captured in the controversy between its two most typical or representative forms -capitalism and socialism- is difficult to analyze if one does not take into account the emotional charge accumulated by those that support one or other option, the different personal aesthetic options that are supported in each group and above all the practical priorities maintained. Well, as Dahrendorf has made us observe by way of a concrete case, of the relationship between freedom and equality, two social values generally accepted in modern society: "Much more difficult is that of the relationship between freedom and equality. Without doubt socialists have given equality a certain priority. Time and again they assert that they want equality in order to give greater freedom, but their preference as it is well known is directed in the first instance to equality. Liberals, on the other hand, direct their preference towards the subject of freedom. But however, it has often been said in the history of political thought that freedom and equality are not really contradictory. What is more, this has been a recurring theme for many political writers. And yet, if in theory there is no contradiction, in practice it is quite strange that there has never been a period in history in which it has been possible to preserve freedom and equality with the same intensity and interest" (Dahrendorf, 62).

2. Capitalism and liberalism


When speaking of capitalism we are referring in simple terms to production for a market, by enterprising individuals or groups of individuals, with the aim of making a profit (Berger, 25). Although some have tended to see capitalism as the natural form of economic organization, one has to take into account that we are referring to a complex phenomena of our recent experience, that has crystallized into a concept after a historical evolution (Berger, 22). One has to consider that the word "capitalism" is recent and was used precisely to try to set forth conceptually the anti-thesis of socialism from 1902 onwards, with the work of Somber Modern Capitalism. In fact Marx didn't even know this word in 1867 and never used it. It is used to indicate a system of co-existence put at the service of the interests of the owners of capital (Hayek, 1990, 179). 


To go back to its origin it was necessary to think in the general movement of society, which is made patent by the social and economic change in some European countries from the middle of the XIII century. It is with Adam Smith that capitalism is already on the march (Galbraith, 1989, 81), shaped by the organization of the English society of his time.


We may consider that it is The Industrial Revolution which is in the origin of industrial society, and the modern concept of enterprise and capitalism itself. That is to say the beginnings of industrialization coincide with the beginnings of capitalism. Max Weber states clearly to us  that "capitalism exists wherever the satisfaction of needs of a human group is carried out, with a profitmaking character and by means of enterprises, whatever the need may be" (Weber, 257). So talking of the beginnings of capitalism, of The Industrial Revolution and of the modern concept of enterprise is the same thing.


On trying to clarify the decisive theoretical anchorage of capitalism, some authors centre their attention on the existence of the market ; so Simmel for example considers that capitalism is fundamentally a monetary economy, since the important thing is the distribution of the means  of interchange, money, and its accompanying mental attitudes: rational calculation and the externalization of property and personal possessions. Along the same lines Sombart believes that capitalism is the rational calculation of earnings. It is book keeping. However Karl Marx and Max Weber agree that the important thing is production, for Marx the most important thing is the offer of work and the need to put to work the army of unoccupied people; for Weber,   monotonous and heavy work is born of an aesthetism caused by religion, since the profit motive which previously existed is not enough (for example, among Chinese merchants) (Weber, 1977).


Weber points out that capitalism has presented itself in different ways in various periods of history, but satisfying daily needs based on capitalist methods, is only characteristic of The West, and even in Western countries is only something natural since the second half of the XIX century. "The most general premise for the existence of modern capitalism is the rational accounting of capital as a norm for all great profitmaking enterprises which are occupied in satisfying daily needs" (Weber, 1964, 236). The premises for the existence of these enterprises are: 1. Appropriation  by enterprises of the goods of production as freely disposable property; 2. Market freedom; 3. Rational accounting method; 4. Rational, calculable right with foreseeable action of the courts; 5. Free labor, that is to say people as a legal entity and economically obliged to sell their activity in a market; 6. Commercialization of economy, with transferable securities in general use for the right to participate in companies.


In this theoretical framework that we are outlining the modern industrial enterprise begins moving in such a way that industrialism  and capitalism are confused. But in its evolution, especially when we come to The Second Industrial Revolution at the end of the XIX century, it will become clearer that "Capitalism is not a system of production, but a system of development. Industrialism directed by a bourgeoisie". Workers action is equally important in the system of industrial production, so that to the capitalist form of development it will in the near future be possible to add a socialist policy with an absolutely opposed ideological scheme (Touraine, 31). 


The ideological atmosphere in which this first industrialization develops and the specific form of capitalism is clearly liberal and so is definitively cast in some very clear schemes of proposals for action like "laissez faire, laisser passez" or "the hidden hand of the market", with an overdimensionalisation of the market as a guide for human conduct. The identification of capitalism with liberalism is complete. This is its ideology.

3. Criticism of Capitalist Ideas


Criticisms of liberal capitalism arrive very soon. Initially they are also criticism of industrialization, although progressively there are differences.


They are these criticisms:


1. Faced with the hope of the cup of plenty promised by industrialization, which it is calculated multiplies 300 times the productivity of human work, the growing mass of disinherited  workers that constitutes the "proletariat" and takes in the vast majority of the population.


2. The growing inequality of classes bases on their relation to the production process and the resulting conflict.


3. The huge and brutal character of market as an absolute way of regulating access to socially available goods and services. Condemnation of the marginal situation of the great mass of the population.


4. The continuing consideration of the absolute character of private property, which is seen as an right and with very few reciprocal obligations.


5. Alienation and dissatisfaction at work for a large part of the population, which feel deprived of the product of their labor.


6. The development of economic growth by fits and starts, and submitted to expansive and critical ends which frequently lead to situation that have no way out.


7. Really, the excessive weight of economic plans for production and consumption, with a closed materialist vision that not only closes its doors to the transcendence but also makes it difficult to project with optimism some solutions planned.


Faced whit these tendencies of the first industrialization (exclusively capitalist) whose consequences are certainly ill-fated or "Muddled" it is worth the trouble highlighting the presence of four facts that changed incipient capitalism. None of which were foreseen by Marx: 1. The growth of unions which compensated for the power of the bosses; 2. The development of the welfare state since the 1880's (Bismarck); 3. The State taking responsibility of maintaining the economy's level of production trough its intervention in public spending (Keynes); 4. Managers taking over from capitalist (the managerial revolution) (Galbraith, 1989, 82-89).


The very development of industrialism on the other hand is opening the way for the possibility of another type of economic organization with different beneficiaries and to the development of other opposing ideological schemes which faced with the proposal of allowing the economy to develop at its own pace, as well as society will propose changing the name of certain schemes with different reasoning. Confronting liberalism was radicalism which is beginning to take shape in certain socialist propositions.  

4. The Socialism


The inherent contradictions in the march of capitalism produced a social movement that had the idea of grouping together those unfavored by capitalist economic organization as well as trying to make a legitimate system that was favorable to them. The workers movement began to establish itself in England and other european countries in the middle of the XIX century. It went in three main directions: socialist parties, unions and cooperatives. Social parties try to better the conditions of the working mass by means of the political organization of society; their base is more and more democracy (they think: we are the majority, then ...). The unions confront directly the problem of inequality of forces in the organization of work (timetables, dismissals, conditions, etc). Their action is directed through collective agreements and its weapon of pressure strikes. Cooperatives try to arrive at collective ownership of the means of production, as well as, the collective appropriation of the surpluses produced.


At  the end of the XIX century we can already find, socialist political parties in almost all european countries. Their proposals for action are more or less formed in a programme that has been pointed out recently. It is the association of three elements:  1. Central role of the class struggle (workers action); 2. Proposal of State intervention in said struggle, and  3. Belief in progress. Said programme is fully enshrined in the radical and frequently antireligious inheritance of the Enlightenment (Touraine, 32).


The theoretical antecedents of socialism have been looked for in the egalitarian ideas that precede the French Revolution, in Saint Simon, and Owen, Fourrier and Proudhon. The most complete formulation is owed to Marx, who in a somewhat muddled way constructs the theoretical scaffolding of "scientific socialism"  as a criticism and bettering of previous "utopian socialisms", trying "to discover the economic law which presides over society..... the natural law in accordance which one moves". For Marx socialism was the following step in capital's historical evolution: the fall of capitalism would immediately provoke the

advent of socialism. The marxist mark has been very important in the theoretical development of socialism, so that one has to try to have a general knowledge of Marx's ideas (Lucas, 69-99).


The difficulties of defining into certain general traits what is socialism come from the rapid division of the socialist movement into different tendencies, that we can try to bring down fundamentally to three: socialdemocracy, socialism properly said and communism. Socialdemocracy is defined as the priority given to modifying working relations above the change of private property. It supposes a dynamic capitalism and unions that are organized and capable of negotiating collectively and widely (the German case). Where the bourgeoisie is weak and the state plays a protective role, socialdemocracy gives way to socialism, which gives priority to political action for the conquest of State, and the substitution of private ownership by public (France and Austria). Communism supposes an autocratic State and a very weak and indifferent bourgeoisie, where the important thing is to take the State over by force (USSR and Eastern Europe) (Touraine, 32-33).


The key points of the socialist proposal appear to be:


1. The defense of workers interests, even though developments in technology and theory have given rise to a progressive break down of the concept of worker. On the one hand, as the class of the future has been the object of various revisionisms (from Mannheim to Gramchi or the Frankfurt School). On the other the workers group -manual workers- has been decreasing in terms of population, in such a way that in order to maintain the character of a mass party socialists have changed the term worker for that of people in general. In this way, it has been recently said: "In the sixties socialism was being transformed from a dream of a worker minority into something which aspires to be the social majority. Its identifying characteristics are a certain ideological syncretism, a theoretical void, and a clear wager for a more egalitarian plan for society" (Paramio, 134). In any case, the objective of defending workers is clear.


2. Egalitarianism always appears as a basic element of the socialist proposition and of the Left as a whole. In political terms this equality -one man, one vote- enjoys a general acceptance, although socialdemocratic schemes insist on it specially; indeed, "on opposing the (very real) danger of Soviet expansion, the democratic left in the West discovers democracy as an end in itself, overcoming its old conception of democracy (formal) as a useful for fighting for the ultimate end: abolition of classes and State" (Paramio, 133). In so far as equality in economic terms we take equality of opportunity as common place and socialism probably insists more now in the equality of results. All in all a strong egalitarian stress persists that could be stated explicitly as the widening of democracy to all walks of life: the road to resolving problems of domination or extending representative democracy to every sphere of life where inequality of power exists (Guerra, 22).


3. State interventionism is up until now a definitive point of the socialist programme. "In the bosom of capitalist countries socialism signifies political action with the aim of increasing State intervention in the economy and limiting or suppressing the role of private businessmen" (Touraine, 32). The ultimate reason in these proposals is in the trust of mens' capacity to rationalize intervention in society. Social planning is a key term. This has led to the definition of the socialist project as a systematic attempt at designing or organizing, totally or partially through creative measures of "social engineering", any area of the framework of human interactions that make up the market and society.


4.  Criticism to the market. This position is to a large extent a consequence of the interventionist scheme cited before. Really one arrives at the consideration that "the market gives out tough justice: The welfare state takes out the toughness from justice" (Berger, 82). Trust in the criteria of political decisions over economic decisions is one of the characteristics of the different variants of socialism that have led to different experiences of socialism (Soviet Union, Yugoslavia or Sweden) in terms of imposing restrictions on the market. Anyway the effort at widening market intervention is a constant in the purpose of socialist adaptation, specially in recent years. So, it has been stated that "the market continues to be the best system for creating wealth; this has to be said quite clearly and included in the baggage of ideas of democratic socialism" (Gonzalez, 124).


5. A critical position on private ownership, from the idea that property is theft. "The Left has always presented private ownership as relative. It holds up private property as the origin of all evil in humanity: injustice, exploitation, covetousness, class struggle and wars" (Cotarelo, 75). Anyway there has been a change of attitude on the part of socialism and the left as a whole with regard to private property, with a softening of its positions: 1. Insisting on nationalization of the means of production, but not of consumption (Russian Revolution); 2. Stressing nationalization of big companies, not small and medium-sized ones; 3. Finally aiming at the accumulation of capital, not in  raising the living standards of the people. Really it has seen property as confiscable more and more because of its public interest. This brings it much closer to the idea of the social function of ownership, which has already been defended by the Church's social doctrine a century ago (Cotarelo 76-79). The recent changes in position in this area, even in the most radical socialist schemes are clear: "Democratic Socialism at the beginning of the XIX century should continue the long struggle against economic exploitation, revising now the formulas for abolishing private property and the bringing into state hands of the means of production" (Guerra, 22). Now the solution is in promoting economic democracy. 


6. The insistence on change, without mentioning its favorable position on revolution. Indeed we have already pointed out that socialism is fully immersed in the radical ideological current that wages for change in the name of rationality and trusting in political mechanisms directed by the State. The different levels of acceptance and promotion of changes have given rise to the grading we have already seen in the different socialist experiences (communism, "socialism" and socialdemocracy). The acceptance of the reformist track by German socialism with Rosa Luxembourg meant the great change of adapting to a democratic scheme of coexistence.


7. Finally, one has to point out the insistence and underline the need to promote the social processes of groups or of all society as opposed to personal ones. That is to say that while individualism is somewhat characteristic of a good part of capitalism, socialism has tended towards a "sociologist" scheme. The organized group as a subject of preferential action in society. The idea of the freedom of the individual as an essential element of change is one of the steps that "democratic socialism" has had to make recently.

5. Criticism of Socialist Ideas


Having seen the previous description of socialism where to some extent its present problems have been pointed out, it is necessary to make an explicit reference to its criticism. At any rate following the initial plan proposed, parallel to that of capitalism, let us point out simply some of its fundamental theoretical and practical difficulties.


Perhaps a point of departure prior to taking into account the recent demise of the socialist political regimes in Eastern Europe that have existed for the last half a century. The real

break -not only epistemological- with "real socialism" that has been occurring in these countries since 1989, preceded by the corresponding  "springs" suffocated "manu militari", do not give rise to doubts on the existence of practical difficulties in making run of many of the socialist ideas exposed. It is not enough to say that "real socialism was neither real nor has turned out, all said and done, very real" (W. Brand). On the other hand there is no sense in thinking that the crisis of "real socialism" signifies the definitive crisis of socialism a whole, with which the only viable situation would be capitalist. It is without doubt that the unclarified stubbornness of many of the principles maintained by socialism lead to social disorder and economic ruin, as would occur with extreme capitalism.

     Let us go on to the points of criticism is feasible to make on socialist ideas:

1.   Firstly let us appreciate the inconsistency between some of the characteristics shown as basic to socialism. In a specific reference it has been stated clearly: that as a consequence "for a long time now the socialist movement hasn't existed; its two components, the defense of workers and state management have been getting further away from each other... Socialist governments are increasingly form part of the economic and military defense of the capitalist world... The Socialist State is both dictatorship and ruling class" (Touraine,20)

2.   The problem of incentives. The change from capitalism to socialism supposes an invitation of mental structures. From "to each according to his productivity" one tries to pass to "to each according to his needs". Really the attractive ideas carried out need psychological mechanisms to be carried into practice, because "Socialism tries to substitute production for obtaining usefulness by production for human consumption...... specifically the basic option of whether economic processes are going to be governed by market mechanisms or mechanisms that have a political origin", (Berger, 26827). One possible difficulty of the socialist economy might be then, a consequence of the failure to find reasonable and operative mechanisms to simulate economic agents. To be more precise although somewhat absolute. "In a society in which prosperity depends on its flexibility to adapt to a series of circumstances which are continually changing, the individual will only be able to act freely in so far as the corresponding rewards depend on the value that people place on his services. If his income is politically conditioned he will lose the incentive as well as the ability to discover how he should act with respect to maximizing the potential of the standard of living of his fellow man"(Hayek,1978,60). The insistence on equality by socialism also can act some times as a demotivating element.

3.   On doing away with the market there are insurmountable difficulties in knowing the social cost of what is produced. Indeed, as Von Mises revealed years ago, the centrally planned economy on suppressing market mechanisms disregarded the procedure of price formation, the only criteria through which resources can be allocated in the production system.

4.   A general criticism of socialism that has given rise to what has been labelled as "Fatal arrogance" or "pernicious conceit" is basic scheme, which might be described as "rationalist constructivism". This consists in not taking into account that social phenomena depend on such a number of circumstances that the human mind can not take them in completely. So human reason is an instrument of Knowledge but not of planning. Hayek has said in more precise words: "The main nucleus of my argument will consist then, in stating clearly the differences that exist between those who support the spontaneous order of a wide area, characteristic of the market, and those who propose the existence of a centralized authority that controls with due strictness everybody's behavior and takes charge of collectively managing the allocation of production resources. In the case of the latter there is a false appreciation concerning how the information of the object required emerges, and is used by society."(Hayek,34).

5.   Bureaucratization of the system may be seen as one of the vices or malfunctions, characteristic of socialism. The problem of the absence of incentives and withdrawal from the market are translated into an administrative sclerosis. This has been held up as the principal cause of economic failure in the communist countries. At any rate, it seems that the problem of bureaucratization arises from industrialization than the capitalist or socialist model followed, although the defenses of organizations of a socialist type are smaller.

     Finally to finish the commentaries made on capitalism and socialism it is worth the trouble mentioning: 1. That capitalism 

seems to have a certain advantage in that industrial socialism finds political difficulties to its betterment on the part of the patrimonial elite which tends to defraud the interests it has created, and by the economic limits, based on the inability of the artificial market to reproduce the efficiency of the capitalist market (Berger, 259); 2. In second place it is necessary to point out the superior legitimizing capacity of socialism, perhaps because: “In contemporary western societies a conflict exists between the old middle class (assigned with producing and distributing material goods and services) and the new one (occupied in producing and distributing symbolic knowledge). This latter one is an important antagonist of capitalism. It is more interested in getting privileges covered in educational credentials than economic success. It promotes the expansion of the Welfare State from which it receives subsidies" (Berger, 86-88).

6. A search for solutions: The Catholic Social Doctrine


The criticism to which we have subjected the two paradigms of social economic organization that exist -capitalism and socialism- lead us to look for other solutions which do not exist at the moment. In practice, social realities in the industrial countries move between both paradigms: capitalism has been infiltrated by other elements giving rise to the Welfare State and socialism has been losing its edge and turning into socialdemocracy. In any case it is not difficult to maintain the scheme neither "capitalism nor socialism", although it is difficult to put forward an other solution. The intellectual search has not lead us to settle on the Catholic Social Doctrine, which we know "is not a third way between liberal capitalism and Marxist collectivism, nor even a possible alternative to other solutions less radically opposed to one another: rather, it constitutes a category of its own" (Solicitudo rei socialis, No 41). The Catholic Church has been working on a doctrinal corpus on the "social question" (the problem of workers) "She thus seeks to lead people to respond, with the support also of rational reflection and of the human sciences, to their vocation as responsible builders of earthly society" (S.R.S. No 1). The critical position that continues to be maintained with capitalism and socialism, both condemned in general terms by the Church, would be enough to have attracted our attention. The interest that we have in giving our attention to the Catholic Social doctrine arises: 1. From the possibility of interpreting its contributions in a very intellectually worked out and doubly millennial doctrinal scheme;  2. On the other hand because there is a specific doctrinal corpus elaborated in the last century, after the situation of workers as a consequence of industrialism was clearly revealed, which practically coincides with the beginning of socialism, and 3. That this body of doctrine has been working and reworking itself, up to present day.


What is known as The Catholic Social Doctrine begins in 1891 with the publication of the Encyclical Rerum novarum by Leo XIII on the situation of workers. This document is a consequence of growing intervention in the social field by the catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy in various countries. Various catholic thinkers had also contributed to solving many of the problems presented at the end of the century. It is worth pointing out that among the theories collected concerning the social question were those based on the following thinking of Saint Thomas Aquinas, which were brought up in the Holy See by a group of sociologists from various countries assembled in Friburg in the Union of Social Studies. These anxieties gave rise to the setting up of a commission of theologians with the job of examining the application of catholic morals to economic matters from 1881 to 1883 and finally to the aforementioned Encyclical.


Confronted by the new industrial order which was being instituted The Church proposed giving some general principles of action that served as a guide to christian conduct. It Didn't give concrete solutions, but attempted to apply moral criteria to the new situations that began to appear. It was probably this not giving specific formulas but guiding principles which echoed greatly and gave room to operate to the incipient Catholic Social Doctrine.


The Rerum novarum first gives explanation of the situation of workers, and later goes on to the principles that should govern in solving the problems posed. We are going to stop concisely in both intellectual moments, which logically are not so separate. We shall take both of them in; in our analysis a posteriori and with a century of hindsight.

7. The situation of the working class


Firstly, it's worth pointing out the certainty and precision of the problem mentioned, among those which characterise the new industrial order: the situation of the working class. From other angles, especially from that of social sciences ‑also incipient- other matters had been singled out as a focus of attention, above all division of labor and its consequences. The Church centres on the personal problem, which it doesn't hesitate in giving a negative appraisal even using terminology which departs from it's own tradition with a marked marxist slant: the proletariat.


The important thing concerning the disorder which affects industrial societies and which appeared throughout the XIX century in European countries, is that which affects a great number of people who are being estranged, dispossessed and alienated by "the coming of new industrial growth with the application of new techniques; of changed relationships between employers and employed; of immense wealth for a small number and deepest poverty for the multitude" (Rerum Novarum No 1). The results seen in the new social organization serve as evidence: " the hiring of labour and the management of industry and trade have become concentrated into the hands of a few, so that a tiny group of extravagantly rich men have been able to lay upon a great multitude of unpropertied workers a yoke little better than that of slavery itself " (R.N. No 2).


Leo XIII, having defined the problem makes it quite clear that the solution does not come from radical ideological schemes. "The socialists argue that the remedy for this evil is the abolition of private property. Individual possessions should become common property, they say, to be administrated either by local authorities or by central government" (R.N. No 3). The criticism of this solution from the worker himself's point of view, from the family member's and the collectivity's is what gives rise to certain general principles from which one should look for the solution.

8. The main proposals for action


We could put Leo XIII's proposals together into seven principals that appeared throughout the Encyclical. The two first ones ‑that of the natural right to property and that of the subsidiary nature of the state will be outlined fully and precisely‑ the other five, in a more general or imprecise way. We are going to go over them.


1. The first one is the consideration of private property as man's natural right: "Since to possess property privately as his own is a right which a man receives from nature" (R.N. No 5). The arguments come from the need for personal stability and suitability for family and community. It is considered that "the socialist doctrine of common ownership ought to be altogether repudiated. It harms those it is meant to help; it denies to individuals their rights; it throws the administration of public affairs into disorder; it disturbs the peace (R.N. No 12).


The idea of private property as legal and necessary is touched on in the same Encyclical with the traditional doctrine on the use of earthly property: generosity to share and bear fruit with what one posses. Two quotations from Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint Gregory The Great are truly rotund. The first says: "With regard to this, man should not consider external things as his own, but as common, that is that he shares with ease with others according to their needs. Whence the apostle says: Order the rich of this century.... to give, to share with ease". The second one: "Let him who has a talent, therefore, be careful not to hide it let him who enjoys abundance watch lest he fail in generosity to the poor; let him who possesses the skills of management be particularly careful to share them and their benefits with his neighbour" (R.N. No 19; S. Thomas A., Summa Theologica, 22q. 65a. 2; Saint Gregory The Great, On the Gospel hom. 9 n 7).


Also The Church's doctrine on poverty, thinking on the future life and the criteria of man's dignity, give rise in Leo XIII's Encyclical to a series of ideas in which the natural right to private property is touched upon.


2. A second principle, also clearly expressed by Leo XIII is that of the subsidiary nature of the State, although this term is not used the idea does appear clearly at various points. He specifically affirms that "we have said already that the state has no authority to swallow up either the individual or the family. To the extent that the common good is not endangered or any person hurt, justice requires full freedom of action for both. On those who govern lies the duty of caring for both the community and its parts" (R.N. No 28). That is to say that the preferential role of the State in the defense of the common good and with regard to the judicial system is made clear, but intervention by authority is limited only to cases where it is necessary, in such a way "the law must not be asked to do more nor to proceed further than is necessary to put right what is wrong or to avert what threatens" (R.N. No 29).


3. The principal of preferential attention to workers is also set out by pointing out the need to greatly alleviate the situation of workers, and this by virtue of the higher right and without the slightest suspicion of interference, since the State should watch over the common good as its very own mission. It should make sure that in the workplace individual dignity is safeguarded. Indeed the State should bring about workers wellbeing, without falling into a Classist State, defending all social classes equally.


4. The fourth principle set out is that of association. It views with pleasure the establishment of workers, businessmens' or mixed association (R.N. No 36), and even the suitability of extending the right of association to other areas when it is pointed out that "since citizens are possessed of a power freely to join together in associations, they must also have a right to choose freely how they shall manage their affairs and how legislate so as to attain most effectively the purposes they have set before themselves" (R.N. No 42).


Faced with the difficulties of belonging to workers associations due to doctrinal problems it is recommended that one belongs to catholic ones to avoid this unjust oppression, but it can be seen clearly we are in a purely circumstantial matter.


5. The principle of valuing work is necessary to show in a tenuous way that this is the true title of property. By means of work man "thus, when a man expends the activity of his mind and the strength of his body in procuring the goods of nature he makes his own that part of nature's resources which he brings to completion, leaving on it, as it were, in some form, the imprint of himself. This being so, it cannot be right for him to possess that part as his very own, nor can it be lawful for anyone to violate that right in any way" (R.N. No 7). The dignity and unity of work for a person such that it is difficult to talk about its sale. It is something which one gives, and which serves to get what is necessary to live, and through saving to get personal property and real estate. So Leo XIII points out, "he hires out his strength and skill to get possession of what he must have to satisfy his human needs. In working for a wage he works also for a full and perfect right to use his earnings as seems good to him (R.N. No 4). 


So it can be assumed at any time that the labor of workers is the only source of wealth: "The truth is that it is only when men cultivate it skillfully that the earth provides in plenty all that men need for the preservation of life and still more for its higher development" (R.N. No 7). Affirmations of this kind nowadays would require many explanations.


6. The principle of access to property is pointed to as consequence of a salary having to be sufficient to attend to the needs of the family, so that by cutting down on some expenditure it is possible for a small patrimony to be established. "For that reason the law should support this right and do what it can to enable as many as possible of the people to choose to exercise it" (R.N. No 35). However it seems that it is nothing more than advice on the social advantages of distributing wealth possessed generally in the form of real estate and personal property in use, and the resulting social calm. So for example  access to ownership of the means of production through co‑operatives is not planned. At all events it does seem to encourage small rural ownership, which makes for greater care in, and enthusiasm for work, which produces wealth, levels classes and gives family stability.


7. There is also a general idea that workers and businessmen should resolve mutual problems by regulating their relations based on principles of solidarity and charity. In this way one moves away from proposals made in capitalist theories ‑to maximize profits- and socialist ones ‑class struggle‑, which are considered unsuitable.


We have arrived at these principles looking mainly at the Encyclical, Rerum Novarum, but also with the perspective of knowledge of the rest of the Catholic Social Doctrine, and including the Centesimus Annus published precisely to celebrate one century since the publication of the first. The bringing up to date and clarifications introduced in the development of the Doctrine brings out great interest, but we are not going to take this on right now. Let's just point out that, apart from the widening of the themes which we already pointed out in their time, that on stopping to consider the "social question" of the "problem of workers" to the "situation of peoples", there are terminological statements that bring out great interest. For example in the Encyclical Laborens Exercens the "principle of the priority of work as opposed to capital" is spoken about. This principle refers directly to the very process of production, with respect to which work is always a primary efficient cause, while capital, being the collection of the means of production, is only an instrument or the instrumental cause" (Laborem Exercens, n. 12).
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