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Poverty and Wealth 
The following excerpt is taken from Pope Paul VI’s social encyclical Populorum Progressio (On the 
Development of Peoples), promulgated in 1967. In this section the Holy Father discusses what truly 
humanizes us and how the use of wealth can either humanize or dehumanize us. 

The Scale of Values 
21. What are less than human conditions? The material poverty of those who lack the bare necessities 
of life, and the moral poverty of those who are crushed under the weight of their own self-love; 
oppressive political structures resulting from the abuse of ownership or the improper exercise of power, 
from the exploitation of the worker or unjust transactions.  

What are truly human conditions? The rise from poverty to the acquisition of life's necessities; the 
elimination of social ills; broadening the horizons of knowledge; acquiring refinement and culture. From 
there one can go on to acquire a growing awareness of other people's dignity, a taste for the spirit of 
poverty, (l8) an active interest in the common good, and a desire for peace. Then man can 
acknowledge the highest values and God Himself, their author and end. Finally and above all, there is 
faith—God's gift to men of good will—and our loving unity in Christ, who calls all men to share God's life 
as sons of the living God, the Father of all men.  

Issues and Principles 
22. In the very first pages of Scripture we read these words: "Fill the earth and subdue it."(19) This 
teaches us that the whole of creation is for man, that he has been charged to give it meaning by his 
intelligent activity, to complete and perfect it by his own efforts and to his own advantage.  

Now if the earth truly was created to provide man with the necessities of life and the tools for his own 
progress, it follows that every man has the right to glean what he needs from the earth. The recent 
Council reiterated this truth: "God intended the earth and everything in it for the use of all human beings 
and peoples. Thus, under the leadership of justice and in the company of charity, created goods should 
flow fairly to all." (20) 

All other rights, whatever they may be, including the rights of property and free trade, are to be 
subordinated to this principle. They should in no way hinder it; in fact, they should actively facilitate its 
implementation. Redirecting these rights back to their original purpose must be regarded as an 
important and urgent social duty.  

The Use of Private Property 
23. "He who has the goods of this world and sees his brother in need and closes his heart to him, how 
does the love of God abide in him?" (21) Everyone knows that the Fathers of the Church laid down the 
duty of the rich toward the poor in no uncertain terms. As St. Ambrose put it: "You are not making a gift 
of what is yours to the poor man, but you are giving him back what is his. You have been appropriating 
things that are meant to be for the common use of everyone. The earth belongs to everyone, not to the 
rich." (22) These words indicate that the right to private property is not absolute and unconditional.  
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No one may appropriate surplus goods solely for his own private use when others lack the bare 
necessities of life. In short, "as the Fathers of the Church and other eminent theologians tell us, the right 
of private property may never be exercised to the detriment of the common good." When "private gain 
and basic community needs conflict with one another," it is for the public authorities "to seek a solution 
to these questions, with the active involvement of individual citizens and social groups." (23) 

The Common Good 
24. If certain landed estates impede the general prosperity because they are extensive, unused or 
poorly used, or because they bring hardship to peoples or are detrimental to the interests of the 
country, the common good sometimes demands their expropriation. 

Vatican II affirms this emphatically. (24) At the same time it clearly teaches that income thus derived is 
not for man's capricious use, and that the exclusive pursuit of personal gain is prohibited. 
Consequently, it is not permissible for citizens who have garnered sizeable income from the resources 
and activities of their own nation to deposit a large portion of their income in foreign countries for the 
sake of their own private gain alone, taking no account of their country's interests; in doing this, they 
clearly wrong their country. (25) 
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