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Chapter V – Human labour in Roman Catholic social teaching 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

A large part of the individual’s economic life is dedicated to human work. That is 

why an investigation on social doctrine’s principles about economic life would be 

incomplete if not treating this topic. In this chapter I will analyse what the Roman 

Catholic Church’ social teaching believes is the value and position of human labour 

in social and economic life. In the Compendium of the social doctrine of the Church 

work and workers do receive attention due to the view that social thought proposes, 

for which workers are at the core of the production process. 

I will start with an explanation of the Bible on labour in the framework of  

Roman Catholic theology. Then, there will be also the occasion to present the actual 

character of Rerum novarum (1891) regarding capital and labour. Indeed, about the 

worker’s condition, Rerum is seen in social teaching as a forerunner of the teachings 

of the Second Vatican Council as well as of later thinking.
213

 

 

 

2. Biblical aspects. Old Testament and Gospel 
 

Within the theological framework of Roman Catholic social thought to start with the 

Old Testament means to start from the beginning. The Old Testament would give a 

first understanding of why human beings have to work, and how they have to work. 

This inquiry, in such a perspective, may shed some light upon the meaning that the 

social doctrine gives to human labour, and the specific implications in the whole 

social thought. 

The social teaching of the RCC, as just said regarding other topics,
214

 strongly 

relies on the Old Testament, in this way legitimizing its theological foundation. In 

the specific case of developing a doctrine of work, the whole discourse starts from 

the theological interpretation of the human being as created in God’s image.
215 

From 

this, it follows that human beings, through their work, are also creators, as God is. 

Close to this view it has been pointed how from a religious biblical perspective that 

the human being is a worker as also God is a worker.
216

 

Such reading of the creation in God’s image gives the possibility for a 

theology of labour in the RCC:
 217
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The Old Testament presents God as the omnipotent Creator (see Gen 2: 2; Job 

38 - 4; Ps 104, 147) who fashions man in his image and invites him to work the 

soil (see Gen 2: 5 - 6), and cultivate and care for the garden of Eden in which 

he has placed him (see Gen 2:15). […] The dominion exercised by man over 

other living creatures, however, is not to be despotic or reckless; on the contrary 

he is to ‘cultivate and care for’ (Gen 2: 15) the goods created by God. […] Work 

is part of the original state of man and precedes his fall; it is therefore not a 

punishment or curse.
218

 

 

According to social thought, human beings are responsible for something that they 

find as already given and have not created. This interpretation is not without 

consequences in the social doctrine. 

The human being is considered the full administrator of everything there is in 

the created world, because creation itself is a good thing that God wants to give 

freely to human beings. Human responsibility for the created world descends from 

God’s will to put the human beings in a privileged position in such a creation. Thus 

to work in such a creation for using its goods becomes primarily a human duty 

assigned by God.
219

 

Nevertheless, in social teaching this duty is not intended as a burden for 

humankind, or as something that oppresses human beings, or something extraneous 

to human nature. Quite the opposite, labour represents an opportunity that God gives 

to human beings for their fulfilment. More generally, in Roman Catholic theology 

working is considered a natural human activity and concerns both the full realization 

of being human according to God’s plan and a concrete contribution to God’s 

creative work.
220

 

Within social thought’s understanding of the biblical message, it is also 

relevant to put some light on an apparent contradiction. This could arise about the 

fact that God gives freely to humanity all that is necessary to live, while at the same 

time, human beings still must work and struggle to have from such a raw creation the 

goods they need, as not everything they need is ready in nature. 

Moving to the Gospel then, the figure of Jesus is presented as a worker. Jesus, 

in social thought’s theology, is the God who makes himself human, and as a human 

being he had to work too. Moreover his work was manual labour. He was obedient to 

his father Joseph (see Lk 2: 51) and with his dutifulness he was condemning the 

attitude of a lazy servant hiding his talent (see Mt 25: 14 – 30). Moreover Jesus often 

refers to his mission in this world as a work he has to accomplish for his Father.
221

 

Obviously the implications of this latter sort of ‘work’ are different from the social 

aspects of the work that mostly interest us in this research. 

In presenting Jesus the carpenter, social teaching ascribes a real meaning to 

labour and exposes the errors we should avoid in considering the human work: 
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In his preaching, Jesus teaches man not to be enslaved by work. Before all else, 

he must be concerned about his soul; gaining the whole world is not the 

purpose of his life (see Mk 8: 36). […] When people are worried and upset 

about many things, they run the risk of neglecting the Kingdom of God and His 

righteousness (see Mt 6: 33), which they truly need. […] Work represents a 

fundamental dimension of human existence as participation not only in the act 

of creation but also in that of redemption. […] Understood in this way, work is 

an expression of man’s full humanity, in his historical condition and his 

eschatological orientation.
222

 
 

In this passage the risk that work can procure with its absolutization is stressed. 

Social teaching warns against a mentality that puts labour above all other activities. It 

is an error to regard labour an absolute value. These aspects have been especially 

underlined in Laborem exercens by John Paul II.
223

 

Jesus’ labour, within social teaching’s proposal, should also represent for the 

individual believer a way of salvation. With their everyday work, human beings 

participate in the toil for redemption. Labour, in RC social thought, can be seen as 

the cross each one has to carry daily in imitating Jesus Christ. This perspective is 

also a concrete call for lay people in their everyday duty of bringing their work to 

fulfilment honestly and without laziness. Labour becomes in Compendium’s 

theology, a sort of privileged means to reach our full humanity while co-operating 

with the Lord. 

In the end, work is seen as something belonging to our human nature. It is a 

basic human activity. Therefore it should be considered together with those 

elements concurring to the realization of the self, such as freedom, respect, dignity, 

charity, etc. 

Notwithstanding this basic human trait of the working activity, there is 

something that transcends work’s deeper meaning. This consideration derives from 

the fact that work is intended in its relation with the creative action of God. In fact, 

through labour human beings can imitate God in the act of creation. Then, the toil 

that human work brings, it is seen as one of the inheritances of original sin. 

Nevertheless this can correspond to a way for sharing Jesus suffering, participating in 

his sacrifice in our everyday life, and thus finding also through the daily work a way 

of redemption.
224

 
 

 

3. The subjective and objective side of human labour. Labour 

and capital 
 

In introducing the discourse about the dignity of the worker we could say that 

according to social thought there is a very simple syllogism to consider. The 

premises of the syllogism are: first, the human person has the highest possible 

dignity as he is a transcendental being, and second, the worker is a person. 
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Conclusion: the worker has the same dignity, the highest, as the person. Keeping in 

mind this would perhaps help us to go through topics like the relationship between 

labour and capital and work and private property. 

Primarily inspired by Laborem,
225

 the Compendium distinguishes between an 

objective and a subjective dimension in human work.
226

 We need to refer to this 

distinction because it determines what interests the Roman Catholic Church within 

the discourse about human work. In fact, this interest is mostly directed towards the 

subjective side of human work, which is identified with the human person as a 

worker. The objective aspect of labour, then, regards the whole set of tools, resources 

and instruments, including technology and economics, which give to human beings 

the possibility, of subjugating the world, and to draw from the earth what humans 

need to live. The objective side of labour is characterized by a certain instability. It 

mutates with time, as means of development change according to different epochs. In 

other words, with the objective side we are speaking of the framework the humans 

have built for gaining from their natural environment things to satisfy their needs. 

The subjective side of human work coincides, in social thought’s view, with 

the personal and spontaneous character of human beings. It regards the possibility of 

each human being to act for the realization of the self. As the subjective side of work 

concerns the human person, it represents the stable aspect of the two. Because even if 

we can say that workers’ personalities change through time, or that they evolve, still 

they are considered always persons. 

The human person is the subject always concerned in labour and the constant 

element that needs the highest attention. Remarkably, in social teaching’s perspective 

neither production nor profits are the most relevant elements in the process of human 

work.
227

 The subjective side is the element from which originates the dignity that 

social teaching recognizes to the human labour. In other words, when we speak of 

the dignity of labour in general, or in the working environments, we are in the end 

speaking about the worker’s dignity. 

The Compendium stresses that the worker is the central element of labour 

activity, and also that he cannot be anything but the end of any working process, in 

the sense that work is made by human beings for the human being. To work is a duty, 

but it is a duty carried on to fulfil a human end.
228

 The activity of work can be 

defined as an activity at the service of the human being. 

In social teaching, the occasion from which the subjective side of labour 

emerges is exactly the working process. Here, social thought takes into 

consideration the role of human work in relation to capital and all other elements 

involved in the production process. More specifically, according to this theology of 

labour, capital, the objective side of work, represents only a means in the hands of 

people. Capital’s growth should not be the ultimate end of the worker’s efforts, nor 

should it be the ultimate end of the entrepreneur. These considerations find also 

confirmation in the general attitude that social teaching has towards profits in the 

world of the enterprise.
229
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The RCC’s social teaching firmly points out that these two elements, labour 

and capital, are interwoven and they need each other. Capital alone is unworthy, 

while workers without capital investments in resources and infrastructures are out of 

place. This assertion comes from Leo XIII’s Rerum. The Compendium says that the 

claim that labour and capital need each other derives from observing the process of 

production in typical Western economies, in which the two elements are constantly 

interacting. Labour and capital are both human expressions, but social teaching states 

the superiority of labour among all other productive factors: 
 

Work, because of its subjective or personal character, is superior to every other 

factor connected with productivity; this principle applies, in particular, with 

regard to capital. […] Labour has an intrinsic priority over capital. ‘This 

principle directly concerns the process of production: in this process labour is 

always a primary efficient cause, while capital, the whole collection of means of 

production, remains a mere instrument or instrumental cause. This principle is 

an evident truth that emerges from the whole of man’s historical experience’ 

(Laborem, 12).
230

 
 

While affirming the ontological superiority of labour in the work/capital relationship, 

social teaching also underlines the inescapability of this bond. The tie between labour 

and capital evolves, calls for new paths able to avoid clashes and improve 

collaboration. And indeed in this perspective social thought understands trade 

unions.
231

 It is probably the case that these two elements composing the modern way 

of production are supposed to be in tension. But in such a situation, social thought 

calls for the recognition of the primary relevance of the human element represented 

by the worker over the materiality of the capital, even if not denying the basic role of 

this latter. Capital is supposed to be always a means to human’s service. In other 

words, in the capitalist economic system, as here understood, the exploitation of 

capital is in the service of human workers, and not vice versa, that is workers in the 

service of capitals.
232

 
 

 

4. Right to work and rights of the workers 
 

Social thought states that work is a fundamental right and a good thing for 

humankind.
233

 It is a right because it contributes to fulfilling one’s ambitions in the 

sense that it is necessary to work for building and sustaining a family, having some 

rights of propriety over things, and for generally contributing to global 

development.
234

 Furthermore social thought considers a high unemployment a huge 
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failure of society and sets the end of full employment as an objective that cannot be 

renounced.
235

 In fact social teaching recognizes a right to work for each human 

being. A right to work exists because through labour human beings can build 

their life. 

In the intention of the social doctrine labour’s dignity must be heightened to 

the rank of a human right legally recognized by today’s legislations.
236

 

Together with the right to work, there are the rights of the worker. It might 

be possible to point out, after what we have seen so far, that social thought sets a 

list of rights individuated by the theological interpretation of Biblical passages 

regarding workers.
237

 They are: the right to a just wage, the right to rest, the right to 

a healthy working environment, the right to have personal dignity respected while 

working, the right to have some type of social security, the right to a pension and 

insurance, the right to social protection during maternity, the right to have 

assemblies and representation.
238

 

Social teaching considers the right to have a just wage the most important 

one. This is a right linked with social justice and to the general welfare of a country. 

In this view, we should put at the centre of our attention how goods are produced, 

more than the quantity and quality of such goods. If the quantity in the production is 

emphasized, one might become worried about how workers are employed, or until 

which extent their rights are respected in regard, for instance, to their productivity. 

Furthermore, these issues become particularly relevant in the globalized world. In 

this context they are related with the outsourcing of productive factors,
239

 as we will 

see also in Caritas.
240

 

What we are facing is social thought’s proposal for inviting reflection or 

re-thinking the human element in labour, as that which should be the most 

relevant element: 
 

Remuneration is the most important means for achieving justice in work 

relationships (see Laborem, 19). […] They commit grave injustice who refuse 

to pay a just wage or who do not give it in due time and in proportion to the 

work done (see Lv 19: 13; Dt 24: 14 - 15; Jas 5: 4). […] The simple agreement 

between employee and employer with regard to the amount of pay to be 

received is not sufficient for the agreed-upon salary to qualify as a ‘just wage’, 

because a just wage ‘must not be below the level of subsistence’ (Rerum, Acta 

11. 131) of the worker: natural justice precedes and is above the freedom of the 

contract. The economic well-being of a country is not measured exclusively by 

the quantity of goods it produces but also by taking into account the manner in 

which they are produced and the level of equity in the distribution of income, 

which should allow everyone access to what is necessary for their personal 

development and perfection […].
241
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It might be noticed how, in the first part of this quote, social teaching expressly puts 

the natural right to have a just wage above freedom of contracting. Following this 

reasoning this statement might be the first concrete step in wealth redistribution. 

Maintaining the definition of Rerum novarum (1891), a ‘just wage’ is considered that 

that is not beneath the level of subsistence. 

The implicit question is: how could a public institution guarantee a decent 

redistributive task when it is not giving in the first place legal assurances on a decent 

level of retribution? It might be interpreted as a call for protecting a minimum level 

of retribution that, according to different contexts and situations, allows workers to 

plan and build their life, and eventually a family life. Without such intentions 

towards workers we would face not freedom of contracting, but the risk of a concrete 

way of exploitation of the employee by the employer. 

Most probably, here the problem does not regard uniquely the governments, 

but also individual actors not acting effectively for the common good. If the intention 

is to exploit a situation that is economically favourable only in the short-term, there 

is the risk of having social damage in the mid and long-term. In this regard, also 

Caritas will point out again how short-term views in the economic decisions of the 

individual can cause imbalances.
242

 
 

 

5. Res novae. The ‘new things’ in the world of labour and some 

concluding words on social doctrine in a globalized world 
 

There are some recent changes that are, in one way or another, to a greater or lesser 

degree, affecting our own Western, economic and social arrangements. This is due 

to the fact that the world is more interdependent,
243

 so that a modification in one 

part of the globe may have consequences in another part. Indeed, interdependence 

as we are experiencing it in contemporary times is itself a new thing unknown 

before modernity. 

The ‘new things’ that social teaching is considering mainly regard new 

technological developments, for which new jobs arise and others disappear. In 

developed countries the service sector and information technology constitute new 

directions in working activity. In the view of social teaching, these new sort of jobs 

partially but consistently take over manual work as the need for immaterial services 

grows.
244

 Another relevant implication of this phase is observed by social thought in 

the passage towards less conventional forms of work, like all kinds of temporary or 

unstable occupations. This phenomenon is partially an answer to higher needs of 

flexibility that the global markets ask for. At the same time the Compendium does 

not forget to underline how these same types of work produce instability, insecurity 

and create barriers to long-term projects in individual lives.
245

 

Social thought understands these market modifications not as the cause of 

instabilities. On the opposite, those instabilities and insecurities in the market are an 
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effect, and not a cause, of previous alterations of labour conditions.
246 

In this way 

social teaching rejects a deterministic interpretation of the labour markets. It would 

mean, in other words, that behind the needs of today’s labour market there is not an 

implicit force, but there are determinate choices of different economic and political 

actors involved in the process of regulating the labour markets. All actors, from the 

individual labourer to trade unions, from the small local employee to the CEO of the 

biggest multi-national corporation and all the public institutions, are involved in the 

process which gives to labour the shape it has. When such economic actors forget 

that the end of work is not profit itself, but the human-subject-worker, we experience 

the risk of having humans beings exploited by others. Determinism is seen by social 

teaching as not sufficient in clearing up the reason behind current concrete situations. 

Generally speaking, such doctrines clash with the inner freedom of the will that 

human beings have according to RC theology. This freedom regards workers as well 

as all the other actors involved in the labour process.
247

 

This is the point of view affirmed by social teaching: 
 

Given these impressive ‘new things’ in the world of work, the Church’s social 

doctrine recommends first of all to avoid the error of insisting that the current 

changes take place in a deterministic manner. The decisive factor and ‘referee’ 

of this complex phase of change is once more the human person, who must 

remain the true protagonist of his work. He can and must take on in a creative 

and responsible fashion the present innovations and re-organizations, so that 

they lead to the growth of the person, the family, society and the entire human 

family (see Laborem, 10). Enlightenment for all can be found in the appeal of 

the subjective dimension of work, which according to the teaching of the 

Church’s social doctrine must be given due priority, because human work 

‘proceeds directly from persons created in the image of God and called to 

prolong the work of creation by subduing the earth (Catechism, 2427).’
248

 
 

Social teaching looks for a deeper explication of the market processes related to 

labour. The Compendium sees that the human-subjective dimension of labour, 

namely the human beings, should be considered the relevant part in all the 

working process. 

In this regard, Roman Catholic social thought interprets some recent criticism 

of neoclassical economic theories. Such a criticism is seen as attempting to detach 

from utilitarian positions the economic interpretation of life. To have a more humane 

economic development means to put the human being at the centre of the process, as 

the most important thing. In this way are interpreted the efforts of thinkers and 

economists like Amartya K. Sen, John Rawls and Joseph Stiglitz.
249

 Authors such as 

Sen propose a scientific outlook which combines ethics and economics, as well as 

suggest practicable paths for realizing a concrete social justice.
250

 Economists such 
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as Stiglitz recognize the relevance of rethinking our mental categories regarding the 

market economy, financial institutions and the role of social relationships, not 

disregarding the theoretical help that comes from the study in the field of 

anthropological economics.
251 

In the end, it seems that they are all guided by the 

necessity of repositioning the human being in the economic process. Or better, to 

reposition the economic process itself, and let it be a helpful tool in the progress of 

the whole humanity. 
 

The big novelty among all the changes and developments that modernity has 

faced is the recent explosion of the globalization of production and consumption. 

This means also a globalization of work activity. This phenomenon presents some 

peculiar characteristics, which the Compendium tries to enlighten. For instance we 

see how in a multinational corporation, the ownership is nowadays usually detached 

from the place where the material productive chain is. That is a fact known as 

delocalization or outsourcing. This arrangement allows multi-national corporations to 

take the advantages of having their manufacturing process in a country where labour 

is usually cheaper. The reason why it is cheaper is usually due to the critical absence 

of labour rights, namely no, or very limited, taxes for social security. In this 

perspective, where the corporations only focus on their instant profits and forget 

about the contribution they could give to those countries in developing human rights 

and social securities, social thought proposes an enlargement of labour rights to a 

global scale parallel to the globalization of trade markets and companies: 
 

The phenomenon of globalization is one of the most important causes of the 

current change in the organization of work. This phenomenon brings about new 

forms of production where plants are located away from where strategies are 

decided and far from the markets where the goods are consumed. There are two 

primary factors driving this phenomenon: the extraordinary speed of 

communication […], and the relative ease with which merchandise and people 

are transported from one part of the world to another. This entails a fundamental 

consequence for processes of production, as property is ever further removed 

and often indifferent to the social effects of the decisions made. On the other 

hand, if it is true that globalization is neither good nor bad in itself, but depends 

on how it is used (see JOHN PAUL II, Address to the Pontifical Academy of 

Social Sciences. 2, AAS 93, 2001. 599), it must be affirmed that a globalization 

of safeguards, minimum essential rights and equity is necessary.
252

 
 

Improvements in communication and transportation are seen as the two main causes 

of such economic globalization. Given the neutral character of globalization in the 

perspective of social teaching, some actors may exploit their position. In this sense 

goes the statement that a globalization of possibilities in trade, production and 

labour, should go parallel with a globalization of guarantees for everybody. 
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Concluding words 

In this section I have tried to analyse the main points in social thought regarding 

today’s labour. globalization remains an aspect that cannot be left apart in such a 

discourse. All questions must be addressed with the greatest awareness about the fact 

that we live in an epoch in which human issues are human exactly because they 

regard all of humanity, in this sense we speak of global issues.
253

 Roman Catholic 

Church’s social teaching, in this context of increasing social risks and opportunities, 

asks for a correct interpretation of the position workers should have within the 

globalization process.
254

 We might conclude that social teaching while recognizing 

some major changes affecting the world of labour nowadays, claims that there are 

elements in the socio-economic perspective of labour that are still always more 

important than others. This regards the fact that workers are human beings, therefore 

their safety should be considered before any other economic reason of whatever 

developmental argument. 

Paraphrasing these ideas, we can say that the RCC’s vision of labour 

proposes a new anthropology of labour. This is parallel to the perspective outlined in 

a theology of labour that gives sense to the interpretation of labour as a unifying 

force in the world, in the sense that labour creates fraternity among human beings. 

Indeed, the theology of labour has been interpreted in this way by pope Paul VI.
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For its part, the anthropological perspective gives sense to all previous considerations 

because it maintains as crucial the fact that the worker is a human person.
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globalization is seen as a positive force when it could enhance solidarity and 

propensity to establish relationships that are themselves already present in human 

nature. globalization, especially regarding labour, is not considered by itself as 

absolutely good or bad, but it is interpreted as a phenomenon that, to a certain extent, 

brings the consequences of particular choices. That is why it requires to be handled 

and directed in the proper manner for having good results shared globally and not 

particularly. Indeed, the same perspective is adopted by Stiglitz who recognizes how 

in East-Asian countries globalization has brought huge improvements, while not 

bringing the same advantages in other parts of the world.
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We may observe now that the perspective that social doctrine brings forth, 

namely that people are to be considered part of the human family,
258

 has relevant 

reflections on the view in which these ‘new things’ are interpreted. globalization, and 

specifically the globalization of labour, is therefore not only a major trait of our 

epoch, that may pass away as time goes by. globalization is essentially an expression 

springing from understanding humanity as a family. globalization is the expression 

of that human condition that links together all human beings just because they are 

human beings in the same world. Human work is, in social thought, inscribed in this 

framework and it should be possible thus to extend to labour the possible positive 

consequences of a globalization of information, culture, and rights. 
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