
opposition, of the democratic ideal, together with lively attention to and concern for human 

rights. But for this very reason it is necessary for peoples in the process of reforming their 

systems to give democracy an authentic and solid foundation through the explicit recognition 

of those rights.96 Among the most important of these rights, mention must be made of the right 

to life, an integral part of which is the right of the child to develop in the mother's womb from 

the moment of conception; the right to live in a united family and in a moral environment 

conducive to the growth of the child's personality; the right to develop one's intelligence and 

freedom in seeking and knowing the truth; the right to share in the work which makes wise use 

of the earth's material resources, and to derive from that work the means to support oneself and 

one's dependents; and the right freely to establish a family, to have and to rear children 

through the responsible exercise of one's sexuality. In a certain sense, the source and synthesis 

of these rights is religious freedom, understood as the right to live in the truth of one's faith 

and in conformity with one's transcendent dignity as a person.97 

Even in countries with democratic forms of government, these rights are not always fully 

respected. Here we are referring not only to the scandal of abortion, but also to different 

aspects of a crisis within democracies themselves, which seem at times to have lost the ability 

to make decisions aimed at the common good. Certain demands which arise within society are 

sometimes not examined in accordance with criteria of justice and morality, but rather on the 

basis of the electoral or financial power of the groups promoting them. With time, such 

distortions of political conduct create distrust and apathy, with a subsequent decline in the 

political participation and civic spirit of the general population, which feels abused and 

disillusioned. As a result, there is a growing inability to situate particular interests within the 

framework of a coherent vision of the common good. The latter is not simply the sum total of 

particular interests; rather it involves an assessment and integration of those interests on the 

basis of a balanced hierarchy of values; ultimately, it demands a correct understanding of the 

dignity and the rights of the person.98 

The Church respects the legitimate autonomy of the democratic order and is not entitled to 

express preferences for this or that institutional or constitutional solution. Her contribution to 

the political order is precisely her vision of the dignity of the person revealed in all its fulness 

in the mystery of the Incarnate Word.99 

48. These general observations also apply to the role of the State in the economic sector. 

Economic activity, especially the activity of a market economy, cannot be conducted in an 

institutional, juridical or political vacuum. On the contrary, it presupposes sure guarantees of 

individual freedom and private property, as well as a stable currency and efficient public 

services. Hence the principle task of the State is to guarantee this security, so that those who 

work and produce can enjoy the fruits of their labours and thus feel encouraged to work 

efficiently and honestly. The absence of stability, together with the corruption of public 

officials and the spread of improper sources of growing rich and of easy profits deriving from 

illegal or purely speculative activities, constitutes one of the chief obstacles to development 

and to the economic order. 

Another task of the State is that of overseeing and directing the exercise of human rights in the 

economic sector. However, primary responsibility in this area belongs not to the State but to 



individuals and to the various groups and associations which make up society. The State could 

not directly ensure the right to work for all its citizens unless it controlled every aspect of 

economic life and restricted the free initiative of individuals. This does not mean, however, 

that the State has no competence in this domain, as was claimed by those who argued against 

any rules in the economic sphere. Rather, the State has a duty to sustain business activities by 

creating conditions which will ensure job opportunities, by stimulating those activities where 

they are lacking or by supporting them in moments of crisis. 

The State has the further right to intervene when particular monopolies create delays or 

obstacles to development. In addition to the tasks of harmonizing and guiding development, in 

exceptional circumstances the State can also exercise a substitute function, when social sectors 

or business systems are too weak or are just getting under way, and are not equal to the task at 

hand. Such supplementary interventions, which are justified by urgent reasons touching the 

common good, must be as brief as possible, so as to avoid removing permanently from society 

and business systems the functions which are properly theirs, and so as to avoid enlarging 

excessively the sphere of State intervention to the detriment of both economic and civil 

freedom. 

In recent years the range of such intervention has vastly expanded, to the point of creating a 

new type of State, the so-called "Welfare State". This has happened in some countries in order 

to respond better to many needs and demands, by remedying forms of poverty and deprivation 

unworthy of the human person. However, excesses and abuses, especially in recent years, have 

provoked very harsh criticisms of the Welfare State, dubbed the "Social Assistance State". 

Malfunctions and defects in the Social Assistance State are the result of an inadequate 

understanding of the tasks proper to the State. Here again the principle of subsidiarity must be 

respected: a community of a higher order should not interfere in the internal life of a 

community of a lower order, depriving the latter of its functions, but rather should support it in 

case of need and help to coordinate its activity with the activities of the rest of society, always 

with a view to the common good.100 

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

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

dominated more by bureaucratic ways of thinking than by concern for serving their clients, 

and which are accompanied by an enormous increase in spending. In fact, it would appear that 

needs are best understood and satisfied by people who are closest to them and who act as 

neighbours to those in need. It should be added that certain kinds of demands often call for a 

response which is not simply material but which is capable of perceiving the deeper human 

need. One thinks of the condition of refugees, immigrants, the elderly, the sick, and all those in 

circumstances which call for assistance, such as drug abusers: all these people can be helped 

effectively only by those who offer them genuine fraternal support, in addition to the 

necessary care. 

49. Faithful to the mission received from Christ her Founder, the Church has always been 

present and active among the needy, offering them material assistance in ways that neither 

humiliate nor reduce them to mere objects of assistance, but which help them to escape their 

precarious situation by promoting their dignity as persons. With heartfelt gratitude to God it 


