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Venerable Brother,
1. The eightieth .anniversary of the publication of the 

encyclical Rerum Novarum, the message of which continues to 
inspire action for social justice, prompts us to take up again 
and to extend the teaching of our predecessors, in response to 
the new needs of a-changing world. The Church, in fact, tra­
vels forward with humanity and shares its lot in the setting 
of history. At the same time that she announces to men the 
Good News of God’s love and of salvation in Christ, she cla­
rifies their activity in the light of the Gospel and in this way 
helps them to correspond to God’s plan of love and to realize 
the fullness of their aspirations.

2. It is with confidence that we see the Spirit of the Lord 
pursuing his work in the hearts of men and in every place 
gathering together Christian communities conscious of their 
responsibilities in society. On all the continents, among all 
races, nations and cultures, and under all conditions the Lord 
continues to raise up authentic apostles of the Gospel.

We have had the opportunity to meet these people, to ad­
mire them and to give them our encouragement in the course 
of our recent journeys. We have gone into the crowds and 
have heard their appeals, cries of distress and at the same 
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time cries of hope. Under theSe circumstances we have seen 
in a new perspective the grave problems-of our time. These 
problems of course are particular to each part of the world, 
but at the same time they are common to all mankind, which 
is questioning itself about -its future and about the tendency 
and the meaning of the-changes taking place. Flagrant in­
equalities exist in the economic, cultural and political develop­
ment of the nations: while some regions are heavily 
industrialized, others are still at the agricultural stage; while 
some countries enjoy prosperity, others are struggling against 
starvation; while some peoples have a high standard of culture, 
others are still engaged in eliminating illteracy. From all sides 
there rises a yearning for more justice and a desire for a- better 
guaranteed peace in mutual respect among individuals and 
peoples.

3. There is of course a wide diversity among the situa­
tions— in which Christians — willingly or unwillingly — find 
themselves according to regions, socio-political systems and 
cultures. In sone places they are reduced to silence, regarded 
with suspicion and as it were kept on the fringe of society, 
enclosed without freedom in a totalitarian system. In other 
places they are a weak minority whose voice makes itself heard 
with difficulty. In some other nations, where the Church 
sees her place recognized, sometimes officially so, she too 
finds herself subjected to the repercussions of the crisis which 
is unsettling society; some of her members are tempted by 
radical and violent solutions from which they believe that they 
can expect a happier outcome. While some people, unaware 
of present injustices, strive to prolong the existing situations, 
others allow themselves to be beguiled by revolutionary ideo­
logies which promise them, not without delusion, a definitively 
better world.

4. In the face of such widely varying situations it is dif­
ficult for us to utter a unified message and to put forward 
a solution which has universal validity. Such is not our am­
bition, nor it our mission. It is up to the Christian commu­
nities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper 
to their own country, to shed on it the light of the Gospel’s 
unalterable words and to draw principles of reflection, norms 
of judgment and directives for action from the social teaching 
of the Church. This social teaching has been worked out in 
the course of history and notably, in this industrial era. since 
the historic date of the message of Pope Leo XIII on “the 
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condition of the workers”, and it is an honour and joy for us 
to celebrate today the anniversary of that message. It is up 
to these Christian communities, with the help of the Holy 
Spirit, in communion with the bishops who hold responsibility 
and in dialogue with other Christian brethren and all men of 
goodwill, to discern the options and commitments which are 
called for in order to bring about the social, political and eco­
nomic changes seen in many cases to be urgently needed. In 
this search for the changes which should be promoted, Christ­
ians must first of all renew their confidence in the forcefulness 
and special character of the demands made by the Gospel. The 
Gospel is not out-of-date because it was proclaimed, written 
and lived in a different socio-cultural context. Its inspiration, 
enriched by the living experience of Christian tradition over 
the centuries, remains ever new for converting men and for 
advancing the life of society. It is not however to be utilized 
for the profit of particular temporal options, to the neglect of 
its universal and eternal message1.

5. Amid the disturbances and uncertainties of the present 
hour, the Church has a.specific message to proclaim and a 
support to give to men'in their efforts to take in hand and 
give direction to their future. Since the period in which the 
encyclical Rerum Novarum denounced in a forceful and impe­
rative manner the scandal of the condition of the workers in 
the nascent industrial society, historical evolution has led to an 
awareness of other dimensions and other applications of social 
justice. The encyclicals Quadrag esimo Anno- and Mater et 
Magistra'-1 already noted this fact. The recent Council for its 
part took care to point them out, in particular in the Pastoral 
Constitution Gaudium et Spes. We ourself have already con­
tinued these lines of thought in our encyclical Populorum 
Progresions. “Today”, we said”, "the principal fact that we 
Must all recognize is that the social question has become world­
wide” '. “A renewed consciousness of the demands of the 
Gospel makes it the Church’s duty to put herself at the service 
of all, to help them grasp their serious problem in all its 
dimensions, and to convince them that solidarity in action at 
this turning point in human history is a matter of urgency"5.

6. It will moreover be for the forthcoming Synod of 
Bishops itself to study more closely and to examine in greater 
detail the Church’s mission in the face of grave issues raised 
today by the question of justice in the world. But the anni­
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versary of Rerum Novarum, venerable brother, gives us the 
opportunity today to confide our preoccupations and thoughts 
in the face of this problem to you as President of the Pontifical 
Commission Justice and Peace and of the Council of Laity. In 
this way it is also our wish to offer these bodies of the Holy 
See our encouragement in their ecclesial activity in the service 
of men.

7. In so doing, our purpose — without however forget­
ting the permanent problems already dealt with by our 
predecessors — is to draw attention to a number of questions. 
These are questions which because of their urgency, extent and 
complexity must in the years to come take first place among 
the preoccupations of Christians, so that with other men the 
latter may dedicate themselves to solving the new difficulties 
which put the very future of man in jeopardy. It is necessary 
to situate the problems created by the modern economy in the 
wider context of a new ciivlization. These problems include 
human conditions of production, fairness in the exchange of 
goods and in the division of wealth, the significance of the 
increased needs of consumption and the sharing of responsibi­
lity. In the present changes, which are so profound and so 
rapid, each day man discovers himself anew, and the questions 
himself about the meaning of his own being and of his col­
lective survival. Reluctant to gather the lessons of a past that 
he considers over and done with and too different from the 
present, man nevertheless needs to have light shed upon his 
future — a future which he perceives to be as uncertain as it 
is changing — by permanent eternal truths. These are truths 
which are certainly greater than man but, if he so wills, he 
can himself find their traces.11

8. A major phenomenon draws' our attention, as much in 
the industrialized countries as in those which are developing: 
urbanization.

After long centuries, agrarian civilization is weakening. Is 
sufficient attention being devoted to the arrangement and 
improvement of the life of the country people, whose inferior 
and at times miserable economic situation provokes the flight 
to the unhappy crowded conditions of the city outskirts, where 
neither employment nor housing awaits them?

This unceasing flight from the land, industrial growth, 
continual demographic expansion and the attraction of urban 
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centres bring about concentrations of population, the extent of 
which is difficult to immagine, for people are already speaking 
in terms of a “megalopolis” grouping together tens of millions 
of persons. Of course there exist medium-sized towns, the 
dimension of which ensures a better balance in the population. 
While being able to offer employment to those that progress 
in agriculture makes available, they permit an adjustment of 
the human environment which better avoids the proletarianism 
and crowding of the great built-up areas.

9. The inordinate growth of these centres accompanies 
industrial expansion, without being identified with it. Based 
on technological research and the transformation of nature, in­
dustrialization constantly goes forward, giving proof of inces­
sant creativity. While certain enterprises develop and are 
concentrated, others die or change their location. Thus new 
social problems are created: professional or regional unemploy­
ment, redeployment and mobility of persons, permanent 
adaptation of workers and disparity of conditions in the dif­
ferent branches of industry. Unlimited competition utilizing 
the modern means of publicity incessantly launches new pro­
ducts and tries to attract the consumer, while earlier industrial 
installations which are still capable of functioning become use­
less. While very large areas of the population are unable to 
satisfy their primary needs, superfluous needs are ingeniously 
created. It can thus rightly be asked if, in spite of all his con­
quests, man is not turning back against himself the results of 
his activity. Having rationally endeavoured to control nature,7 
is he not now becoming the slave of the objects which he 
makes?

10. Is not the rise of an urban civilization which accom­
panies the advance of industrial civilization a true challenge to 
the wisdom of man, to his capacity for organization and to 
his farseeing imagination? With in industrial society urbaniza­
tion upsets both the ways of life and the habitual structures 
of existence: the family, the neighbourhood, and the very 
framework of the Christian community. Man is experiencing 
a new loneliness; it is not in the face of a hostile nature which 
it has taken him centuries to subdue, but in an anonymous 
crowd which surrounds him and in which he feels himself a 
stranger. Urbanization, undoubtedly an irreversible stage in 
the development of human societies, confronts man with dif­
ficult problems. How is he to master its growth, regulate its 



PAPAL DOCUMENTS 439

organization, and successfully accomplish its animation for the 
good of all?

In this disordered growth, new proletariats are born. 
They install themselves in the heart of the cities sometimes 
abandoned by the rich; they dwell on the outskirts — which 
become a belt of misery besieging in a still silent protest the 
luxury which blatantly cries out from centres of consumption 
and waste. Instead of favouring fraternal encounter and 
mutual aid. the city fosters discrimination and also indif­
ference. It lends itself to new forms of exploitation and of 
domination whereby some people in speculating on the needs 
of others derive inadmissible profits. Behind the facades much 
misery is hidden, unsuspected even by the closest neighbours; 
other forms of misery spread where human dignity founders: 
delinquency, criminality, abuse of drugs and eroticism.

11. It is in fact the weakest who are the victims of dehu­
manizing living conditions, degrading for conscience and harmful 
for the family institution. The promiscuity of working people’s 
housing makes a minimum of intimacy impossible; young 
couples waiting in vain for a decent dwelling at a price they 
can afford are demoralized and their union can thereby even 
be endangered; youth escape from a home which is too con­
fined and seek in the streets compensations and companion­
ships which cannot be supervised. It is the grave duty of 
those responsible to strive to control this process and to give 
it direction.

There is an urgent need to remake at the level of the 
street, of the neighbourhood or of the great agglomerative 
dwellings the social fabric whereby man may be able to devel­
op the needs of his personality. Centres of special interest and 
of culture must be created or developed at the community and 
parish levels with different forms of associations, recreational 
centres, and spiritual and community gatherings where the in­
dividual can escape from isolation and form anew fraternal 
relationships.

12. To build up the city, the place where men and their 
expanded communities exist, to creat new modes of neighour- 
lincss and relationships, to perceive an original application of 
social justice and to undertake responsibility for this collective 
future, which is foreseen as difficult, is a, task in which 
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Christians must share. To those who are heaped up in an 
urban promiscuity which becomes intolerable it is necessary to 
bring a message of hope. This can be done by brotherhood 
which is lived and by concrete justice. Let Christians, cons­
cious of this new responsibility, not lose heart in view of the 
vast and faceless society; let them recall Jonah who traversed 
Niniveh, the great city, to proclaim therein the good news of 
God’s mercy and was upheld in his weakness by the sole 
strength of the word of Almighty God. In the Bible, the city 
is in fact often the place of sin and pride — the pride of man 
who feels secure enough to be able to build his life without 
God and even to affirm that he is powerful against God. But 
there is also the example of Jerusalem, the Holy City, the place 
where God is encountered, the promise of the city which comes 
from on high

13. Urban life and industrial change bring strongly to 
light questions which until now were poorly grasped. What 
place, for example, in this world being brought to birth, should 
be given to youth? Everywhere dialogue is proving to be dif­
ficult between youth, with its aspirations, renewal and also in­
security for the future, and the adult generations. It is obvious 
to all that here we have a source of serious conflicts, division 
and opting out, even within the family, and a questioning of 
modes of authority, education for freedom and the handing on 
of values and beliefs, which strikes at the deep roots of society.

Similarly, in many countries a charter for women which 
would put an end to an actual discrimination and would es­
tablish relationships of equality in rights and of respect for 
their dignity is the object of study and at times of lively de­
mands. We do not have in mindhtat false equality which 
would deny the distinctions laid down by the Creator himself 
and which would be in contradiction with woman’s proper role, 
which is of such capital importance, at the heart of the family 
as well as within society. Developments in legislation should 
on the contrary be directed to protecting her proper vocation 
and at the same time recognizing her independence as a per­
son, and her equal rights to participate in cultural, economic, 
social and political" life.

14. As the Church solemnly reaffirmed in the recent Coun­
cil, “the beginning, the subject and the goal of all social institu­
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tions is and must be the human person”.0 Every man has the 
right to work, to a chance to develop his qualities and his per­
sonality in the exercise of his profession, to equitable remunera­
tion which will enable him and his family “to lead a worthy 
life on the material, social, cultural and spiritual level”1*1 and 
to assistance in case of need arising from sickness or age.

Although for the defence of these rights democratic societies 
accept today the principle of labour union rights, they are not 
always open to their exercise. The important role of union 
organizations must be admitted: their object is the representa­
tion of the various categories of workers, their lawful collabo­
ration in the economic advance of society, and the development 
of the sense of their responsibility for the realization of the 
common good. Their activity, however, is not without its diffi­
culties. Here and there the temptation can arise of profiting 
from a position of force to impose, particularly by strikes—the 
right to which as a final means of defence remains certainly 
recognized—conditions which are too burdensome for the over­
all economy and for the social body, or to desire to obtain in 
this way demands of a directly political nature. When it is a 
question of public service, required for the life of an entire 
nation, it is necessary to be able to assess the limit beyond which 
the harm caused to society become inadmissible.

15. In short, progress has already been made in introdu­
cing, in the area of human relationships, greater justice and 
greater sharing of responsibilities. l}ut in this immense field 
much remains to be done. Further reflection, research and 
experimentation must be actively pursued, unless one is to be 
late in meeting the legitimate aspirations of the workers—aspi­
rations which are being increasingly asserted according as their 
education, their consciousness of their dignity and the strength 
of their organizations increase.

Egoism and domination are permanent temptations for 
men. Likewise an ever finer discernment is needed, in order 
to strike at the roots of newly arising situations of injustice 
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and to establish progressively a justice which will be less and 
less imperfect. In industrial change, which demands speedy 
and constant adaptation, those who will find themselves injured 
will be more numerous and at a greater disadvantage from the 
point of view of making their voices heard. The Church 
directs her attention to those new “poor”—the handicapped 
and the maladjusted, the old, different groups of those on the 
fringe of society, and so on—in order to recognize them, help 
them, defend their place and dignity in a society hardened by 
competition and the attraction of success.

16. Among the victims of situations of injustice—unfortu­
nately no new phenomenon—must be placed those who are dis­
criminated against, in law or in fact, on account of their race, 
origin, colour, culture, sex or religion.

Racial discrimination possesses at the moment a character 
of very great relevance by reason of the tension which it stirs up 
both within countries and on the international level. Men 
rightly consider unjustifiable and reject as inadmissible the 
tendency to maintain or introduce legislation or behaviour sys­
tematically inspired by racialist prejudice. The members of 
mankind share the same basic rights and duties, as well as the 
same supernatural destiny. Within a country which belongs to 
each one, all should be equal before the law, find equal admit­
tance to economic, cultural, civic and social life and benefit 
a fair sharing of the nation’s riches.

17. We are thinking of the precarious situation of a great 
number number of emigrant workers whose condition as fo­
reigners makes it all the more difficult for them to make any 
sort of social vindication, in spite of their real participation 
in the economic effort of the country that receives them. It 
is urgently necessary for people to go beyond a narrowly nation­
alist attitude in their regard and to give them a charter which 
will assure them a right to emigrate, favour their integration, 
facilitate their professional advancement and give them access 
to decent housing where, if such is the case, their families can 
join them.11
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Linked to this category are the people who, to find work, 
or to escape a disaster or a hostile climate, leave their regions 
and find themselves without roots among other people.

It is everyone’s duty, but especially that of Christians,,- 
to work with energy for the establishment of universal brother­
hood, the indispensable basis for authentic justice and the con­
dition for enduring peace: “We cannot in truthfulness call upon 
that God who is the Father of all if we refuse to act in a bro­
therly way toward certain men, created to God’s image. A 
man’s relationship with God the Father and his relationship 
with his brother men are so linked together that Scripture says: 
‘He who does not love does not know God’ (1 Jn. 4, 8)”.1:1

18. With demographic growth, which is particularly pro­
nounced in the young nations, the number of those failing to 
find work and driven to misery or parasitism will grow in the 
coming years unless the conscience of man rouses itself and 
gives rise to a general movement of solidarity through an ef­
fective policy of investment and of organization of production 
and trade, as well as of education. We know the attention given 
to these problems within international organizations, and it is 
our lively wish that their members will not delay bringing theii 
actions into line with their declarations.

It is disquieting in this regard to note a kind of fatalism 
which is gaining a hold even on people in positions of respon­
sibility. This feeling sometimes leads to Malthusian solutions 
inculcated by active propaganda for contraception and abortion. 
In this critical situation, it must on the contrary be affirmed 
that the family, without which no society can stand, has a right 
to the assistance which will assure it of the conditions for a 
healthy development. “It is certain”, we said in our encyclical 
Populoruni Progressio, “that public authorities can intervene, 
within the limit of their competence, by favouring the availa­
bility of appropriate information and by adopting suitable mea­
sures provided that these be in conformity with the moral law 
and that they respect the rightful freedom of married couples. 
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Where the inalienable right to marriage and procreation is lack­
ing, human dignity has ceased to exists”.u

19. In no other age has the appeal to the imagination of 
society been so explicit. To this should be devoted enterprises 
of invention and capital as important as those invested for ar­
maments or technological achievements. If man lets himself 
rush ahead without foreseeing in good time the emergence of 
new social problems, they will become too grave for a peaceful 
solution to be hoped for.

20. Among the major changes of our times, we do not wish 
to forget to emphasize the growing role being assumed by the 
media of social communication and their influence on the trans­
formation of mentalities, of knowledge, of organiations and of 
society itself. Certainly they have many positive aspects. 
Thanks to them news from the entire world reaches us practi­
cally in an instant, establishing contacts which supersede distan­
ces and creating elements of unity among all men. A greater 
spread of education and culture is becoming possible. Never­
theless, by their very action the media of social communication 
are reaching the point of representing as it were a new power. 
One cannot but ask about those who really hold this power, the 
aims that they pursue and the means they use, and finally, 
about the effect of their activity on the exercise of individual 
liberty, both in the political and ideological spheres and in social, 
economic and cultural life.. .The men who hold this power have 
a grave moral responsibility with respect to the truth of the 
information that they spread, the needs and the reactions that 
they generate and the values which they put forward. In the 
case of television, moreover, what is coming into being is an 
original mode of knowledge and a new civilization: that of the 
image.

Naturally, the public authorities cannot ignore the growing 
power and influence of the media of social communication and 
the advantages and risks which their use involves for the civic 
community and for its development and real perfecting.
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Consequently they are called upon to perform their own 
positive function for the common good by encouraging every 
constructive expression, by supporting individual citizens and 
groups in defending the fundamental values of the person and 
of human society, and also by taking suitable steps to prevent 
the spread of what would harm the common heritage of values 
on which orderly civil progress is based.,!i

(To be continued)
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